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      Author’s Note


      This book is a ground-level view of a revolution in how Americans work and live. It is the product of more than a year on

         the road and face-to-face interviews with several hundred independent workers. Except where noted in the text or endnotes,

         all quotations in the pages that follow (including the epigraphs that open each of the first thirteen chapters) come from

         interviews I conducted, and recorded on audiotape, during my journey through Free Agent Nation. In nearly all cases, I use

         people’s real names. In the few instances where, at the subject’s request, I use a pseudonym or disguise the person’s identity,

         I note that in the text.

      


      Among the many things I learned in my travels was how time-starved most Americans feel. And among the many things I’ve learned

         from reading nonfiction books is how little authors do to accommodate this reality of their readers’ lives. That’s why, at

         the end of every chapter of this book, I’ve included what I call “The Box.” The Box contains the chapter’s key information

         and arguments. It consists of four small entries: “The Crux,” which summarizes the chapter in 150 words or less; “The Factoid,”

         one particularly revealing statistic from the chapter; “The Quote,” which pulls from the chapter one representative quotation;

         and “The Word,” a novel term or phrase from the new vocabulary of free agency. Read only “The Box” and you’ll miss the chapter’s

         narrative and nuance—but not, I hope, its point.

      


   

      Prologue


      I suppose I realized that I ought to consider another line of work when I nearly puked on the Vice President of the United

         States.

      


      It was a sweltering June day in Washington, D.C.—the kind of day that drenches your shirt and sours your mood. I was completing

         my second year as then Vice President Al Gore’s chief speechwriter. And I was doing it hunched in front of my computer, banging

         on the keyboard, hoping that when my fingers stopped I’d have produced another sentence, and that this new sentence would

         move me closer to completing one of two speeches that were due that afternoon.

      


      Seated at nearby desks were two other, only slightly less beleaguered, speechwriters with whom I shared a large and mangy

         office. Even on this most oppressive of days, we wore the mandatory uniform for White House men: suit pants, a starched shirt,

         and a tie cinched to the Adam’s apple. Room 267 always smelled vaguely like a junior high locker room, but today was especially

         rank. As a climatological sauna baked the nation’s capital, here in our own mini–seat of power, the air-conditioning had gone

         kaput. But away I typed, skittering ever nearer to finishing each speech, even as I melted into my cheap, gray chair.

      


      At 5:45 that evening, I pulled both speeches from my printer, and scooted to the Vice President’s West Wing office, about

         sixty paces down the hall from the Oval Office. At 6:00 P.M. the schedule called for “speech prep,” a peculiar meeting, wherein the Vice President reads your speech and explains what

         he likes—or, more often, what he doesn’t—as you sit there, mostly silent, absorbing the critique. This particular speech prep,

         however, was better than most. Gore was lighthearted and jokey (his office, let history record, had air-conditioning that

         day), and mostly satisfied with the texts. When the meeting began breaking up after about forty-five minutes, I lifted myself

         out of my chair—and immediately felt nauseated and light-headed.

      


      I walked out of the Vice President’s office, shut his imposing mahogany door behind us, and lingered in his waiting room,

         where still more aides answered phones, screened visitors, and guarded the inner sanctum. Noticing that I was wobbly, one

         of my colleagues said, “Dan, you look green.”

      


      “Yeah,” I responded. “I don’t feel so good.”


      The next thing I remember I was regaining consciousness, seated in a waiting room chair. And I was vomiting—steadily, calmly,

         like a seasoned pro. Not onto the plush vice presidential carpet fortunately, but into a ceremonial bowl that was a gift,

         I think, from the Queen of Denmark. (I’ve since learned that under certain interpretations of international treaties, my regurgitation

         could be construed as an act of war against the Nordic nation.) I looked up and blinked away the haze to reveal the horrified

         faces of my colleagues, unaccustomed to such displays in the West Wing. My first thought: “Oh no, this is how they’re going

         to remember me. After all the blood I’ve sweated, the great lines I’ve written, the indignities I’ve endured, I’m going to

         be known as the guy who upchucked in the Veep’s office.”

      


      Before long, Gore emerged from behind his office door, surveyed the scene, squared his heels to look at me, and drawled, “But

         Daaaaann. I said I liiiiiked the speech.” Then after being assured by the ever-present Secret Service agent that I was a threat to neither his safety

         nor the U.S. Constitution, he returned to his office. A White House doctor arrived shortly thereafter. He spirited me to a

         West Wing examination room, checked my vitals, and issued the following diagnosis: exhaustion.

      


      Three weeks later, on Independence Day, I left that job. Indeed, I left all jobs for good. I became a free agent.

      


      I forged an office out of the attic of my Washington, D.C., home, and tried to parlay my skills and contacts into something

         resembling a living for my young family. I secured a contract with Fast Company magazine, and jumped on the phones to see if somebody would pay me for prose. Soon, they did—and I began working for myself,

         writing speeches and articles for just about anybody whose check would clear.

      


      Now, truth be told, this move from the White House to the Pink House was something I’d been contemplating for a long time.

         My job had its charms at first—trips aboard Air Force Two, meetings at the vice presidential mansion, chance encounters with Wolf Blitzer. But before long, the hypoxia of having reached

         the heights of my profession gave way to a dull sadness. I missed my wife. I missed our daughter. I missed my life. And perhaps

         strangely for someone normally in “public service,” I missed making a difference.

      


      And I wasn’t alone. At least that’s what I sensed. Several of my friends and neighbors were making similar moves. They were

         abandoning traditional jobs to strike out on their own. Some, of course, were keen on building the next great company. But

         most were thinking smaller. Like me, they were tired and dissatisfied. They just wanted to be in charge of their lives.

      


      Following this hunch, I asked my editors at Fast Company if I could look into this phenomenon—and what I found astonished me. It wasn’t simply that legions of people were declaring

         independence—becoming self-employed, independent contractors, and micropreneurs. It was why they were doing it, and how. I wrote a cover story for the magazine about these “free agents,” and within a day of publication my e-mail in box was bulging

         with messages, many of them downright gleeful. Each day, dozens of electronic epistles arrived thanking me for writing the

         article, and for identifying and legitimizing this new way to work.

      


      At the same time, many commentators and pundits took aim at free agency. First, they said it couldn’t be: a Washington Post columnist suggested that I ought to start taking Thorazine to curb my obvious hallucinations. Then they said it couldn’t

         be good: The New Yorker called the article the “most eloquent manifesto” for the end of loyalty in America.

      


      Regular people were cheering me on. Elites were shouting me down. I knew I was on to something.


      The trouble was, that’s about all I knew. The more I investigated free agency, the more I realized that our knowledge of this

         emerging workforce was at best scant—at worst, pathetic. Even with corporate downsizing an established practice, and computers

         and the Internet becoming more powerful every day, nobody could tell me much about people who work on their own or who have

         formed very small enterprises. The most likely sources of such information, the government’s statistical agencies, didn’t

         have the answers. Not the Bureau of Labor Statistics, which generates the influential monthly unemployment figures. Not the

         Commerce Department, even though one of its bureaus proclaims itself America’s “national factfinder.” And not the Treasury

         Department, which printed money but didn’t much know how people earned it.

      


      Then I hit upon an idea. How does any nation endeavor to understand itself? It takes a census. It talks to people, asks them

         a series of questions, and tries to paint a portrait of the country at that moment. Since we don’t know much about free agents,

         why not conduct a census of Free Agent Nation?

      


      On the day before my thirty-fourth birthday, the authorities chose to celebrate by issuing an urban heat advisory. The temperature

         had cracked three figures, the humidity had turned thermonuclear. I don’t do well in heat (see above), but I had work to do.

         I was heading to Suitland, Maryland, a dreary little town three miles outside Washington. There, across the street from a

         strip mall, whose tenants include the A-1 Pawn Shop and the Christ Did It All Beauty Salon, is a four-acre plot of government

         land rimmed by a barbed wire fence—headquarters of the United States Census Bureau. And on the second floor of one of the

         complex’s five buildings—a three-story box of beige bricks that resembles a Brezhnev era elementary school—sat the man I was

         after, James F. Holmes.

      


      Holmes was acting director of the U.S. Census Bureau, a talented thirty-year bureau veteran thrust into the top job when the

         previous director abruptly resigned. In the space of a week, he’d gone from a post as director of the Census Bureau’s Atlanta

         office to temporarily running the entire 2000 Census. Relying on some contacts I’d made at the White House, I’d arranged a

         meeting with Holmes, though I kept my exact purpose murky.

      


      Holmes proved to be an exceptionally nice man from the moment he opened his door and welcomed me into his office. He wore

         an ecru shirt, a brown tie with a dizzying pattern, and a constant but sincere smile. Wisps of white hair crawled through

         his black mustache. His alert eyes gleamed behind square glasses. Holmes chatted amiably about the census as I summoned the

         courage to ask him the question that had brought me to his office.

      


      I told him how impressed I was that the Census Bureau could manage a task as awesome as enumerating some 280 million people—and

         how useful the resulting data would be to the country. But, introducing the subject as gently as I could, I added that the

         government hadn’t done a great job of counting free agents, describing their lives, or charting their future. What he needed—jeez,

         what America needed—was a census of Free Agent Nation. Then I offered to help. “If you’ll deputize me,” I said, “I’ll go out

         and do the job myself.”

      


      His cheery disposition evaporated. He looked at his conference table, then up at me, then back down, and then up at me again.


      I explained to Holmes that my census would be much like the 1790 census, the first census of the United States. Back then,

         Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson handled the job with the aid of only seventeen federal marshals. It wasn’t perfect, but

         it was revealing. Jefferson admitted as much when he delivered his results to President George Washington. He sent Washington

         a letter in which the known returns were written in black and the conjectures in red. But those general impressions, Jefferson

         assured the President, were results “very near the truth.” That would be my standard, too. If he deputized me to take a census

         of Free Agent Nation, I promised Holmes, I’d deliver results “very near the truth.”

      


      “I see you’ve done your homework,” the acting census director sighed. “But it’s not the sort of thing we ordinarily do. I’m

         afraid the answer is no.” He agreed the country needed to learn more about microbusinesses, solo workers, and independent

         professionals—and he seemed somewhat interested in the project. Then when I turned my head, he excused himself, sprang from

         the table, and left his office. He said he wanted to ask his secretary Carol for something, though I suspect he also directed

         her to keep one finger on the button that speed-dialed security.

      


      When Holmes returned, he handed me a slip of paper with the name of the Census Bureau staffer who specialized in the self-employed.


      “I’m sure she’ll be helpful,” I told him. “But I’d like to do this myself. And I’ll do it for free.”


      “Well, that’s very nice of you,” he said, remaining standing and subtly edging me out of his office.


      “So there’s no chance, huh?”


      He shook his head.


      “Okay,” I said as I left the office. “I’ll let you know how it goes.”


      He smiled, shook his head again, and returned to his conference table, where he would greet the next special pleaders who

         had already massed outside his office.

      


      I called my wife from the Suitland parking lot. “He wouldn’t deputize me,” I told her. “I guess we’ll have to do it ourselves.”


      “Cool,” Jessica said. “Let’s go.”


      And we did. For the next year, she and I, our young daughter—and before long, a second daughter—traveled America in search

         of Free Agent Nation. In countless cities in a few dozen states—in coffee shops, libraries, lobbies, and bookstores, in living

         rooms, kitchens, basements, and backyards—I talked with free agents of all varieties about their work, their lives, their

         dreams, their troubles, and their future. Like Jefferson, I was seeking results “very near the truth.”

      


      This is what I found.


   

      PART ONE


    

      Welcome to Free Agent Nation


   

      1


      Bye, Bye, Organization Guy


      “I’m not an organization woman. I’m not good at protecting the organization.”


      —Lisa Werner Carr (Dallas, Texas)


      At 7:45 on an April morning, I find myself doing something I’ve never done before and likely will never do again: I’m standing

         outside a 7-Eleven in Bayside, Queens, scoping for a sixty-eight-year-old woman. Ah, there she is. Betty Fox … aka Grandma

         Betty … aka GrandmaBetty.com. She’s pocketbook-clutching confirmation that the free agent ethic is seeping into almost every

         corner of American life.

      


      Betty’s story begins in the early 1960s. Her husband, David, dies at the age of thirty-three, leaving her to raise their two

         sons. The women’s movement is dawning. The Feminine Mystique is flavoring the zeitgeist. But while one Jewish housewife named Betty is encouraging women to seize the workplace, this

         Jewish housewife named Betty finds the workplace seizing her. Forced to earn a living for her family, she becomes a bank teller.

         After that, she takes a clerical job at a boys shirt company, where she works for sixteen years. Then the company goes under—and

         Betty goes on unemployment. Through a Queens neighbor, she eventually finds a job as an office manager for a small billing

         company. Until the company moves too far away for Betty to commute. She’s sixty-seven. She doesn’t have a job. She doesn’t

         have a pension. But she’s got a son who’s a bank technology officer—and he hooks her up with WebTV, a service that lets people

         surf the Internet using their television sets.

      


      Within a year, Betty becomes a citizen of Free Agent Nation.


      Her Web site is called GrandmaBetty.com, “The Starting Point for Active Seniors.” When she first experimented with WebTV,

         she always found too much material and never what she wanted. (“I’d search for ‘peaches,’ and I’d get all these pornographic

         sites!”) So she started organizing material herself—and her son put the collection on her own Web site. Unbeknownst to her,

         she’d created what the venture capitalists and Internet gurus call a “portal.” And through that portal came tides of e-mail.

         People asked Grandma Betty how to make yeast rolls, what to do about “severe constipation,” where to buy support stockings.

         Betty surfed for answers, zapped replies, and added new links to her site. Today, she’s got about fifty categories. Her entertainment

         section is the place to go for links to Ed Sullivan sites. Her “Humor Center” includes dillies like: “Old accountants never die. They just

         lose their balance.”

      


      As for the organizing principle, “It’s all alphabetical,” she told me proudly and repeatedly at the Queens diner where we

         talked. She’s also an affiliate with a few online retailers, which produces a small revenue stream to accompany the writing

         and consulting gigs she’s landed because of her Internet presence. Some large companies have even tried to buy her out.

      


      “This is so much better than working for a boss,” she says. “My son calls my site sticky. That’s what I am. I’m sticky.”


      She is also the future. Although she may not know it, Betty Fox represents a fundamental change in the form, function, and

         ethic of American work. She’s working solo, operating from her home, using the Internet as her platform, living by her wits

         rather than the benevolence of a large institution, and crafting an enterprise that’s simultaneously independent and connected

         to others. Betty Fox is a free agent.

      


      Over the past decade, in nearly every industry and region, work has been undergoing perhaps its most significant transformation

         since Americans left the farm for the factory a century ago. Legions of Americans, and increasingly citizens of other countries

         as well, are abandoning one of the Industrial Revolution’s most enduring legacies—the “job”—and forging new ways to work.

         They’re becoming self-employed knowledge workers, proprietors of home-based businesses, temps and permatemps, freelancers

         and e-lancers, independent contractors and independent professionals, micropreneurs and infopreneurs, part-time consultants,

         interim executives, on-call troubleshooters, and full-time soloists. And many others who hold what are still nominally “jobs”

         are doing so under terms closer in spirit to free agency than to traditional employment. They’re telecommuting. They’re hopping

         from company to company. They’re forming ventures that are legally their employers, but whose prospects depend largely on

         their own individual efforts. And they’re swapping, or being forced to swap, steady salaries for pay-for-performance agreements

         that compensate them in commissions, stock options, and bonuses.

      


      Beneath the radar of the political and media establishment, tens of millions of Americans have become free agents. Some—fed

         up with bad bosses, dysfunctional workplaces, and the false promise of instant riches—have leapt. Others—clobbered by layoffs,

         mergers, and downturns—have been pushed. But they’ve all ended up in the same place, with many more on their heels. Understanding

         these new independent workers will be crucial to making sense of your own career, your own business, and the nation’s social

         and economic future. Grasping Silicon Valley’s latest hot technology or charting the trajectory of the Dow Jones Industrial

         Average may be interesting. But to truly understand where the economy is heading, you need to get to know free agents—who

         they are, what they do, how they work, and why they’ve made this choice.

      


      THE WHYTE STUFF


      For several generations, the American economy had a very different human emblem. In 1956 William H. Whyte, Jr., an editor

         at Fortune, began a now legendary work of nonfiction with these two sentences: “This book is about the organization man. If the term

         is vague, it is because I can think of no other way to describe the people I am talking about.”

         

            1

         

         

      


      The Organization Man. The title marched into our national vocabulary. The label described what was then the quintessence of work in America: an

         individual, almost always male, who ignored or buried his own identity and goals in the service of a large organization, which

         rewarded his self-denial with a regular paycheck, the promise of job security, and a fixed place in the world. “They are the

         dominant members of our society …” Whyte wrote of the Organization Men, “and it is their values which will set the American

         temper.”

         

            2

         

          Whyte’s book became a surprise hit—occupying the best-seller list for seven months and corporate and college reading lists

         for several decades.

      


      The Organization Men often preached rugged individualism. But instead of living by it, they had lowered “their sights to achieve

         a good job with adequate pay and proper pension and a nice house in a pleasant community populated with people as nearly like

         themselves as possible,” Whyte wrote. They abided by what he called a Social Ethic, a secular theology that placed the organization

         at the center of belief—an all-knowing being that was master, servant, and benefactor. In the catechism of work, you were

         loyal to the organization so that the organization would be loyal to you. Belongingness mattered more than idiosyncrasy, group

         harmony more than individual expression. And you pledged fealty to a large institution, and accepted the demands of its theology,

         not merely because it was a shrewd way to achieve financial stability—but because it was a proper and honorable way to live.

         “When a young man says that to make a living these days you must do what somebody else wants you to do,” Whyte wrote, “he

         states it not only as a fact of life that must be accepted but as an inherently good proposition.”

         

            3

         

         

      


      Indeed, Whyte discovered that much of America’s longstanding reverence for self-made men and pioneer spirits had dissolved

         and hardened into pity. “The entrepreneur, as many see him, is a selfish type motivated by greed, and he is, furthermore,

         unhappy.”

         

            4

         

          Not the Organization Man. So long as he resisted the temptations of independence and conformed to the accepted behavioral

         code, he would lead a satisfying life: “The man of the future, as junior executives see him, is not the individualist but

         the man who works through others for others.”

         

            5

         

         

      


      Whyte wrote The Organization Man in the midst of an extended economic boom. And for much of the remainder of the twentieth century, the Organization Man was

         the passkey to understanding the American economy. Whether you were a manager, a housewife, a journalist, or a student, if

         you understood the Organization Man—his constellation of values, his form of employment, his place in the broader society—you

         understood almost everything you needed to know about work in America at that time. But Whyte discovered that this new ethic

         also reached beyond the corporate hive. It infiltrated universities and laboratories. It became the animating idea of the

         suburbs. Gradually, it established the very premises of our national life. If you understood the Organization Man during those

         postwar decades, you understood America itself at that time—what assumptions girded our present, what aspirations guided our

         future.

      


      It’s easy to forget how tightly Organization Man thinking gripped our lives. The Fortune 500 list, launched within two years

         of Whyte’s book, became a central indicator of national well-being—those giant companies a measure of economic might and a

         testament to our capacity to produce millions of jobs. And corporate paternalism, so obviously an anachronism today, was not

         only prevalent, it was explicit. My grandfather, for example, worked forty years for the phone company—an enterprise known universally as “Ma Bell.” Metropolitan Life Insurance, another large and respected employer, prided itself on being “Mother Met.” And Kodak, which until a decade ago accounted for one third of the Rochester, New York, economy, was known locally

         as the “Great Yellow Father.” (Kodak sometimes even edged from parenthood to divinity. The day the company issued its yearly bonuses was known around

         town as St. Kodak’s Day.) Like faithful parents, organizations would take care of their own.

      


      But beginning in the 1980s, and reaching a crescendo in the 1990s, conditions and attitudes changed. Between 1984 and 1994,

         Ma Bell winnowed its workforce by 120,000 people.

         

            6

         

         Mother Met laid off ten thousand workers. The Great Yellow Father cut more than twenty thousand jobs. Companies sometimes

         still called themselves families. But they kept finding themselves explaining that some members of the family would, uh, be

         leaving home. Meanwhile, new technologies simultaneously reconfigured corporate structures and equipped individuals with the

         computing and communications firepower once reserved for large companies. As the twenty-first century unfolded, it had become

         clear that the Organization Man had lost much of his power as the decoder ring of the American economy. What was much less

         clear was what figure would replace him.

      


      Until now.


      This book is about the free agent. If the term is vague, it is because I can think of no other way to describe the people

         I am talking about. They are free from the bonds of a large institution, and agents of their own futures. They are the new

         archetypes of work in America. Today, in the shadow of another economic boom, America’s new economic emblem is the footloose,

         independent worker—the tech-savvy, self-reliant, path-charting micropreneur.

      


      Consider this: Fewer than one in ten Americans now works for a Fortune 500 company. The largest private employer in the U.S.

         is not Detroit’s General Motors or Ford, or even Seattle’s Microsoft or Amazon.com, but Milwaukee’s Manpower Inc., a temp

         agency with more than 1,100 offices in the U.S.
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          The dream of America’s young people? Not to climb through an organization, or even to accept a job at one, but to create

         their own gig on their own terms—often on the World Wide Web.

      


      This transition from one icon to another is embodied in the Fitzgerald family, a spirited clan from upstate New York. Walt

         Fitzgerald moved up the organization chart—until he was eased out, at age fifty-five, after thirty years of service. His daughter,

         Theresa Fitzgerald, climbed the corporate ladder—until at age thirty-five, having achieved the senior position in her department,

         she quit to become a free agent.

      


      For Walt Fitzgerald, the large organization was General Electric, the multinational mammoth whose manufacturing operations

         allowed his hometown of Utica, New York, to proclaim itself the “Radio Capital of the World.” Walt joined GE in 1958. He’d

         stay for the next three decades. After a first job drawing and designing radio cabinets, he moved into package design, which

         led him to the marketing department—which eventually resulted in an almost twenty-year stint managing trade shows for the

         company. All the while, he lived the life of an Organization Man—even though he never considered himself one (“I never thought

         too much about it,” he told me) and even though he was something of a renegade inside the operation. (Well before the advent

         of business casual, Walt often went to work without a necktie, to the horror of many colleagues.) He commuted fifty miles

         each day, leaving the Fitzgerald home before Theresa and her four siblings woke up, eating breakfast at a diner, then driving

         to his office in Syracuse.

      


      It was a good life, he said, but not necessarily the life he wanted. When Walt won a $500 bonus for an improvement idea he’d

         dropped in the office suggestion box, he used the money to enroll in a correspondence course at the Famous Artists School,

         founded by Norman Rockwell. “I used to get up every morning at 4:30 or 5:00 and do my assignments before I’d go to work,”

         he says. His talent was obvious. Rockwell himself told him so. But Walt never had the time to pursue his dream of becoming

         an artist. When he began managing trade shows, “That kind of just went away. I was not doing any art at all, and it became

         very frustrating to try to do any.” Walt may have led a Norman Rockwell life—but what he wanted was the life of Norman Rockwell.

      


      In 1985, at a conference in South Carolina, Walt clicked on a hotel television and learned that his company was acquiring

         another behemoth, RCA. That $6.3 billion acquisition soon prompted layoffs in the merged company and a new attitude internally.

         “Until then, you always pretty much knew where you stood,” he told me one morning over huevos rancheros in Santa Fe, New Mexico,

         where he now lives. “It was the first time in my career that politics seemed to get in the way of doing my job.” Not much

         later, sensing that once-loyal Organization Men like him were no longer highly prized, he took a buyout. At age fifty-five,

         he had a full pension, a broken marriage, and no job.

      


      Around the same time, his daughter entered the workforce. Armed with a degree in graphic art, Theresa landed a job at United

         Media, a large company that, among other things, syndicates and licenses comic strips. This Organization Daughter rose quickly—from

         someone else’s flunky to someone with flunkies of her own. She began as a junior designer, won a promotion to senior designer,

         and within a decade became creative director, the big kahuna of her department. In her father’s day, that constituted success.

      


      But Theresa’s rise—always accompanied by more money and greater responsibility—moved her further and further from what she

         loved. Like her father, her passion was art. But instead of doing art, she was managing people who did art. “I’d come into

         the studio, and say, ‘You guys are having all the fun,’” Theresa says. Stuck at meetings and drained by corporate politics,

         she left her job when she’d reached its very heights—a career move she calls a “reverse commute.” But rather than get another

         job, she became a free agent. She now works out of her computer-equipped Brooklyn apartment designing logos, packages, and

         other materials for an assortment of clients instead of a single boss. She earns more money, attends fewer meetings, and does

         the work she loves. “It’s very pure,” she told me one afternoon at a coffee joint on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. “I’m really

         more of a craftsperson than a manager.”

      


      So, it turned out, was her dad. A few months after Walt left GE, executives there hired him back as an independent consultant

         to oversee several projects. He did well—so well they offered him a full-time job. But Walt declined. This Organization Man

         decided to stay a free agent, a craftsperson plying his trade. Like daughter, like father.

      


      HOLLYWOOD, USA


      The transition from Organization Man to free agent is both a cause and a consequence of another profound economic and social

         change: Power is devolving from the organization to the individual. The individual, not the organization, has become the economy’s

         fundamental unit. Put more simply, we’re all going Hollywood.

         

            8

         

         

      


      During the first half of the twentieth century, large studios run by commanding figures like Jack Warner and Louis B. Mayer

         dominated the movie business. The studios controlled much of the technology, most of the distribution, and nearly all the

         talent needed to make a film. Actors, directors, writers, and technicians usually were their permanent employees, glamorous

         wage slaves. But in the 1950s, due to the rise of television and a U.S. Supreme Court anti-trust decision that forced studios

         to divest themselves of their theaters, the studio-centered system crumbled and power shifted. The individual became preeminent,

         and the industry adapted itself to the individual’s rise. Today, the movie business works on a different model. Talented people

         (actors, directors, writers, animators, key grips, and so on) and very small firms come together for a particular, finite

         project. When they complete the project, they disband, each participant having learned new skills, forged new connections,

         deepened existing relationships, enhanced their reputations within the industry, and earned a credit they can add to their

         résumé. Some portion of these people may gather again—along with a new crop of people—for another project. And when that project

         wraps, the free agents again will head their separate ways. Over and over it goes. Talent assembles in a specific place for

         a specific purpose—and when the mission is complete, this makeshift organization disassembles and its individual units move

         to the next gig.

      


      The Hollywood model is the free agent model. Large permanent organizations with fixed rosters of individuals are giving way

         to small, flexible networks with ever-changing collections of talent. Increasingly, this is a common arrangement for producing

         new Web sites, new electronic goods, new magazines, new buildings, new ad campaigns, new pharmaceuticals, and just about any

         other product or service whose key ingredients are the brainpower, creativity, skill, and commitment of the people involved.

         To craft a new piece of software, high-tech companies enlist platoons of free agent programmers and code jockeys, who work

         on teams with a few traditional employees under tight deadlines and intense pressure. When the product ships, the free agents

         ship out—their wallets fatter, their résumés longer. Orchestras that don’t have a permanent slate of musicians—for instance,

         the New York Chamber Symphony, the Brooklyn Philharmonic, the American Symphony Orchestra—assemble free agent musicians for

         performances.
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          And a public relations firm—say, Smith & Jones P.R.—often consists now of only Smith and Jones, whose major skill is collecting

         the right group of other professionals for a particular project. “Work today,” says business über-guru Tom Peters, “is about

         two things: talent and projects.”
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      This broad shift in power from the organization to the individual has provided the individual with enormous flexibility, producing

         a corresponding and equally profound change on the personal level. In the era of the Organization Man, work was a one-size-fits-all

         proposition. You wore a blue collar or a white one, slipped on your work boots or buttoned up your gray flannel suit. People

         generally arrived at work at the same time as their colleagues—and left in unison as well. Try to picture work in that era

         and you’ll likely conjure one of two images: a regiment of identically dressed assembly line workers exiting the factory gates

         at the sound of the whistle—or a herd of gray-flanneled middle managers boarding a commuter train in lockstep at precisely

         7:31 A.M. Uniform work required uniformed workers.

      


      Today, thanks to a host of factors—among them, technology, prosperity, the Hollywood model of organizing production— work

         is no longer confined to a single size. It has transformed from mass-produced to handcrafted, from off-the-rack to tailor-made.

         Theresa Fitzgerald, like other free agents, begins work when she must and ends it when she can. Some days, that’s a regular

         nine-to-five arrangement, other days it’s eleven to eight. Still other days, she might not work at all. So long as she’s serving

         clients and making money, it’s up to her. If she wants to grow her operation larger, she can. If she doesn’t, she doesn’t

         have to. It’s up to her. If she can afford it, she can accept certain assignments and decline others. It’s up to her. Even

         though he bristled against it, Walt Fitzgerald mostly adapted himself to the One Size Fits All Ethic. His daughter’s credo

         is My Size Fits Me.

      


      The mass production economy flourished through the assembly line techniques of Frederick Winslow Taylor, whose Scientific

         Management theory preached repetition, rote routines, standardization, and “One Best Way”—a practice that came to be known

         as Taylorism. The free agent economy flourishes through a different approach—personalized, customized, fashioned to the individual—what

         we might call “Tailorism.”

      


      The turn from Taylorism to Tailorism is a key reason why most free agents enjoy working this way. It is likely the reason

         that, given a choice between being an employee and being self-employed, more than seven out of ten Americans choose self-employment.
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          For both the doers and the dreamers, free agency is not just a style of work. It’s a way of life. And—here’s the point—it’s

         usually a better way of life. This insight, borne out in hundreds of interviews and in the stories I’ll tell later in this book—and confirmed

         by academic research and public opinion data—surprises some, who expect rampant fear and loathing in Free Agent Nation. To

         be sure, the positive sentiments are not universal. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that well over half of what it

         calls “contingent workers” said in a survey that they’d rather be working at full-time, traditional jobs.
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          And one trip to Seattle, where permatemps without benefits work alongside Microsoft employees with lucrative stock options—sometimes

         for years—is enough to understand the dark side of the temping of America.

      


      Yet the fiercest resistance to the rise of free agency comes not from independent workers themselves, but from those whose

         current position derives in part from deftly playing by the old rules. “No matter how much we dream about it, most of us prefer

         the security of a job and paycheck,” grumbled Fortune, the old economy journalistic baron in whose pages Whyte’s landmark ideas first appeared. “No amount of entrepreneurship

         propaganda will change human nature. High levels of self-employment aren’t so much proof of a creative and courageous workforce

         as evidence that a desperate population doesn’t have job opportunities.”

         

            13

         

          For this delegation of doomsayers, free agency is a threat—both to their status and, perhaps more important, to their cherished

         notions about how people should behave, how companies must operate, and how economies can flourish. But like it or not, celebrate

         it or excoriate it, Free Agent Nation isn’t going away. As science fiction writer William Gibson once said, “the future is

         here; it’s just not evenly distributed.” And as this future distributes itself more evenly, it is upending several long-held

         assumptions about work and life in America.

      


      PREMISES, PREMISES


      If actions are the architecture of our lives, premises are the plumbing. You can’t see them—but like the pipes or wiring that

         snake invisibly through a home, they determine the capabilities of the structure and the efficiency of its performance. Stick

         with me on this analogy, because it’s about to get slightly weird. Imagine that a few strange people crept into your home

         while you were on vacation, and replaced your electrical system with solar power. Then suppose they removed the concrete foundation

         and substituted wheels. And say they also decided that your second bathroom ought to be a mini basketball court—so they redid

         the plumbing and added a hardwood floor and a hoop. When you returned from vacation, your house might look outwardly like

         the three-bedroom, two-bath colonial you departed two weeks before. But what you’ve really got is a solar-powered, mobile

         home with an indoor arena. And that will affect both the possibilities and limits of the family manse.

      


      Free agency is like those odd architectural interlopers. Quietly, it has rewired the circuitry and remodeled the structures

         on which our social, cultural, and economic house is built. It’s here—deep in the realm of premises and first principles—that

         free agency is having its greatest impact. It has already begun overturning a dozen central assumptions about contemporary

         American work and life.

      


      

      MISTAKEN PREMISES


      

      	Loyalty is dead. Last decade’s blaze of downsizing, this decade’s dot-com layoffs, and the end of lifetime job security have eroded loyalty

         in the workplace, right? Not quite. In Free Agent Nation, loyalty isn’t dead. It’s different. Instead of the up-and-down loyalty

         that runs from an individual to an institution, free agents practice a new side-to-side loyalty—a fierce allegiance to clients,

         colleagues, ex-colleagues, teams, professions, projects, and industries. In some ways, loyalty is stronger than ever.

      


      	The workforce is adrift, operating without a broad social contract. True, the implicit employment deal that reigned in the Organization Man’s day has disappeared. But a new one has emerged,

         the animating bargain of free agency in which individuals trade talent for opportunity.

      


      	The best measure of economic success is growth. The traditional view is that a larger company with higher profits is more successful than a smaller company with lower profits.

         But these economics don’t necessarily apply to free agents. Bigger isn’t better. Better is better. As millions of free agents decide that staying small is preferable to growing big, they are redefining the very

         notion of success.

      


      	The free agent economy makes workers less secure. Sometimes. But as many free agents fashion a diversified portfolio of multiple clients, customers, and projects, they often

         find themselves more secure than traditional employees.

      


      	Parents must try to balance work and family. For much of the past two decades, middle-class Americans have struggled to balance work and family. Corporations have responded

         with so-called family-friendly initiatives and governments have passed laws mandating family leave. But these well-intentioned

         efforts haven’t alleviated the anxiety. Why? They offer One Size Fits All solutions for a My Size Fits Me workforce. That’s

         why many free agents have taken a different approach and scrapped the balancing act altogether. For them, the solution is

         mostly to erase the boundary between work and family. Blending, not balance, is often their answer.

      


      	Small entrepreneurs and solo workers, missing that fabled water cooler, are isolated and lonely. Isolation is a genuine risk of working this new way, but free agents have formed an array of ingenious small groups to rebuild

         workplace social life and redefine community.

      


      	Americans should—or even want to—retire. Retirement is, in many ways, a twentieth-century aberration. Why should it be a twenty-first-century fixture—especially when

         the notion is increasingly less necessary, not to mention less desirable, for many older Americans? Instead of going gently

         into the retirement night, free agents are inventing a new old age. Just ask Grandma Betty.

      


      	Public education is in a crisis that can be repaired with better testing, higher standards, and more rigorous discipline. The main crisis in schools today is irrelevance. And the main problem with most education solutions is that they incrementally

         improve Taylorist solutions for a Tailorist workforce. Of all the institutions in America, schools have least adapted themselves

         to the free agent economy. Watch for more middle-class families opting to home-school their children on their own terms and

         consistent with their own values. And expect more Ameri-cans to begin questioning whether formal schooling should be compulsory

         and whether a college degree is necessary.

      


      	“Empowering” workers and trying to “retain” them is a wise strategy for corporate managers at talent-starved companies. As more employees head for the exits, more organizations are redoubling their efforts to keep them in their cubicles. But

         these tactics tend to fail because they rest on flawed assumptions. “Empowerment” implies that the organization holds the

         power, and is generously granting some of it to the individual. But in a free agent economy, organizations need individuals

         more than individuals need organizations. (“Hey, I think I’ll empower GM today by showing up for work.”) Corporate attempts

         at empowerment, consequently, are both laughable and patronizing. Ditto for “retention.” With a free agent workforce, you

         can inspire people and challenge people, but you can’t “retain” them.

      


      	Americans ought to get their health insurance through an employer. This is the standard arrangement for most Americans under sixty-five who have health insurance. The trouble is, it’s an arrangement

         built on a historic accident and underpinned by almost no economic or moral logic. Why should employer-based health insurance

         continue—especially when fewer of us will have employers?

      


      	Men are overrepresented in the workforce and in the top positions of the economy. Women still earn less than men for similar work. And women still face a stubborn glass ceiling. Those aren’t good things,

         but they might end up mattering far less than some think. Women are a driving force behind free agency, and could possibly

         dominate the free agent economy.

      


      	Rampant individualism is fraying our social fabric. Critics on both the left and the right agree on one thing: Our common culture is corroding. And they argue that a hypercharged

         free agent economy, with its fleeting relationships and temporary commitments, only speeds the corrosion. However, free agency

         may have the opposite effect. Instead of fraying bonds, it will mend them. Instead of eroding community, it will repair it.

         Instead of promoting a race to the bottom, it will trigger a scramble to the high ground. The “art of association”—genuine

         community forged by ones “own interest rightly understood”—that Alexis de Tocqueville noted on his visit to America two centuries

         ago is alive and well in Free Agent Nation.

      




      Free agency is reconfiguring the basic assumptions of American work and life. And as these tectonic plates slide into new

         positions, what appears on the surface will begin to change as well. Existing arrangements will topple. New ones will arise

         in their place. For all the talk about paradigm shifts and digital revolutions, for each climb in the S&P 500 and collapse

         in the NASDAQ, for every panting account of this Internet millionaire and every scornful chronicle of that dot-com implosion,

         we have been missing the larger story.

      


      Free agency is the real new economy.

      


       




      THE BOX




	

    CHAPTER 1 




      THE CRUX: In the second half of the twentieth century, the key to understanding America’s social and economic life was the Organization

         Man. In the first half of the twenty-first century, the new emblematic figure is the free agent—the independent worker who

         operates on his or her own terms, untethered to a large organization, serving multiple clients and customers instead of a

         single boss. The rise of free agency shatters many ironclad premises about work, life, and business in America— from how companies

         should operate, to how we structure our health care, retirement, and education systems, to which values guide our lives. To

         truly understand the new economy, you must first understand the free agent.

      


      THE FACTOID: The largest private employer in the U.S. is not Detroit’s General Motors or Ford, or even Seattle’s Microsoft or Amazon.com,

         but Milwaukee’s Manpower Inc., a temp agency.

      


      THE QUOTE: “This book is about the free agent. If the term is vague, it is because I can think of no other way to describe the people

         I am talking about. They are free from the bonds of a large institution, and agents of their own futures. They are the new

         archetypes of work in America.”

      


      THE WORD:Tailorism. The free agent’s approach to work; descendant of Taylorism, Frederick Winslow Taylor’s One Best Way method of mass production.

         Under Tailorism, free agents fashion their work lives to suit their own needs and desires— instead of accepting the uniform

         values, rules, and structure of a traditional job. Opposite of the One Size Fits All ethic of the Organization Man era. (Synonym:

         My Size Fits Me)
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      How Many Are There? The Numbers and Nuances of Free Agency


      “I have no idea how many free agents there are. But everywhere I look, I have friends who have gone off on their own.”


      —Leigh Gott (Milwaukee, Wisconsin)


      For a few years during the 1990s, I was a peripheral player in one of the federal government’s most important secret rituals.

         On the first Friday of every month, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics releases a data-drenched document called the Monthly Employment Report. The innocuously wonky title belies the report’s massive influence. Within its pages are rivers of numbers that can buoy or

         bury global financial markets with a single up or down movement—so the figures are carefully guarded, lest they trickle out

         and equip somebody with lucrative inside information.

      


      At 8:00 A.M. on the appointed Friday, the commissioner of the Bureau of Labor Statistics, along with an aide, meets with the U.S. secretary

         of labor in the secretary’s cavernous office overlooking the U.S. Capitol. The commissioner tells the labor secretary (and

         usually one of his or her own top staffers) about the previous month’s employment data: how many Americans had jobs, how many

         couldn’t find work, and what the nation’s unemployment rate was. The foursome discuss what that month’s numbers mean for the

         economy—in particular, how the ever-irritable financial markets may react. Then at 8:30, the BLS reveals the data to the rest

         of the world. For a half hour, the four people in that office know what at that moment is perhaps the most valuable information

         on the planet. And for five minutes, they used to let me in on the secret.

      


      I worked as an aide and speechwriter to Robert B. Reich, who headed the U.S. Labor Department during President Clinton’s first

         term. Each “numbers day,” I’d camp outside his office, station myself before a computer, and await my signal. Then at 8:25,

         somebody would invite me into the sanctum where I would learn the numbers, talk to Secretary Reich about his views on the

         figures, and depart to craft a press statement on his behalf. It was a heady moment. During those three hundred glorious seconds,

         I knew something that Bill Gates, George W. Bush, even Oprah Winfrey could not know: the U.S. unemployment rate. (Federal

         Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan knew, of course. He gets the numbers Thursday afternoon.) And as I wrote the statement, which

         inevitably concluded that the month’s figures confirmed the wisdom of Clinton administration economic policies, I’d periodically

         toggle to some online newswire or listen for a nearby TV. Because by 8:31, markets around the world were reacting to this

         news—sometimes swooning in despair, other times swing-dancing in delight. And by the time the U.S. stock exchanges opened

         an hour later, billions of dollars were changing hands— entire fortunes were being made and lost—in response to the numbers

         that emerged from that nearby room.

      


      But for all the peculiarly nerdy thrill of being privy to this information before anyone else, I was always a little concerned.

         Back then, and still today, the BLS seemed a bit behind the times. Here in the early dawn of the twenty-first century—when

         desktop computers and handheld PDAs grow unrelentingly more powerful and preposterously more compact, when an electronic information

         skin sheathes the globe, when new developments in genetics and biotechnology shake our notions of life itself, and when the

         form, function, and location of work is in up-heaval—the Bureau of Labor Statistics divides all American workers into two

         categories:

      


      “Farm” and “Nonfarm.”


      As a card-carrying member of the nonfarm economy, I found this a bit insulting. As an investor, I found this a tad worrisome.

         (Most of my investments are parked in the “nonfarm” sector.) And later, when I tried using the BLS figures to determine the

         size of the free agent workforce, I found it downright frustrating.

      


      Indeed, as I investigated further, I discovered that the BLS didn’t really understand what free agents are—let alone how many

         they number. The agency does compile some figures for temps, self-employed Americans, and independent contractors—but all

         are likely undercounts and those three categories are but subsets of free agents.

      


      Even the surveys, that the government uses to gather data are geared to a way of work that is fast becoming the exception

         rather than the norm. To collect the underlying information for the unemployment rate, the government relies on what’s called

         The “Current Population Survey,” a monthly telephone and door-to-door sample of about fifty thousand households. Think about

         the previous week, the government surveyor directs his subject. “Were you employed by government, by a private company, a

         nonprofit organization, or were you self-employed?” Now imagine someone like Theresa Fitzgerald, the Organization Daughter

         we met in Chapter 1, answering that question. Suppose that this week she was on a two-month design project for Amalgamated

         Wireless. She’d probably say that she was “employed” by Amalgamated Wireless—even if when the project ends, she’ll be off

         to a new gig at Industrial Carpet Supply, Inc. But she’s not an employee—not Amalgamated Wireless’s, not Industrial Carpet’s,

         not anyone’s. She’s a free agent. For workers like her, a snapshot of what somebody’s doing in a given week may conceal more

         about that person’s broader work life than it reveals.

      


      Now suppose Theresa thought a bit and said, “You know, strike that. I’m not employed by anyone. I’m really self-employed.”

         The surveyor would then ask Theresa if she had in-corporated her one-woman operation. (Many free agents incorporate to limit

         their legal liability.) If Theresa said yes, she’d be marked as a paid employee and would be tallied as a wage and salary

         worker—a nonfarm wage and salary worker, no doubt—and not a free agent. In the eyes of the numbers police, she’d be an employee of a corporation

         (albeit her own), much like the wage and salary types over at Industrial Carpet.

      


      What’s more, the other survey the feds use—which purports to measure employment growth—surveys only “business establishments” and therefore ignores the unincorporated self-employed. Since these Americans don’t hold “jobs”—that is, they aren’t an employee of an establishment—tallies of whether

         employment is growing or shrinking don’t include them.

      


      Here’s the problem: Free agents, and ever more working people generally, do not nestle comfortably into the categories “employer”

         and “employee.” Free agents are neither employers nor employees; free agents are both employers and employees. That may sound like a Zen koan, but it’s a key feature of this new economy.

      


      In a sense, the government has become adept at separating apples and oranges, tossing them in their proper piles, and methodically

         counting the fruit in each stack. That’s a valuable exercise. But it becomes less illuminating when vast numbers of us become,

         say, papayas. The federal fruit counters call reddish papayas apples and orangish papayas oranges. It’s better than not counting

         at all, but it’s still not quite right.

      


      To be fair, getting the tally right is extremely difficult. After all, the essence of data collection is grouping like things

         together. But the essence of free agency is to distinguish one’s self from the group—to craft one’s own unique style of work

         rather than adapt to a standardized form. Tailorism, rather than Taylorism. And tracking free agents isn’t easy. Regular employees

         are like flowers. Rooted in the ground, they may sway in the breeze a bit, but they move only when some external force uproots

         them, ending or threatening their very lives. Free agents are more like bees. They flit from place to place—doing their business

         and moving on. Just as it’s easier to count flowers than bees, it’s easier to count “employees” than free agents.

      


      Twice, in 1995 and 1997, the BLS tried to count what it calls “contingent” workers—an effort that managed to be both underinclusive

         and overinclusive. Underinclusive because it relied on the same narrow categories it had always used. Overinclusive because

         it also said that contingent means “basically those jobs that are not expected to last.”
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          Isn’t that every job nowadays? Many people can’t be sure their company, or even their industry, will be around in ten years or even five.

         Most workers, in fact, will outlive just about any organization for which they work, as we’ll see in the next chapter. How

         can anybody expect his current job to “last”?

      


      Note to Uncle Sam: We’re all contingent now.


      Neither the BLS nor any other government statistical agency is at fault here. The BLS in particular has many extremely dedicated

         and talented people, and the agency is actually one of the federal government’s most effective. But with an annual budget

         of $399 million, it simply lacks the resources to do the job right. More taxpayer dollars go to subsidizing peanut production

         than to collecting and analyzing the labor statistics that roil the stock market and shape government policy.
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          And free agency isn’t the only creek where our measuring sticks are becoming less accurate. In many other realms, the economy

         has raced faster than our ability to measure it. For instance, productivity—how many widgets somebody cranks out in a given

         unit of time—has traditionally been a crucial measure of economic performance. But how do you measure productivity in an economy

         in which one good idea is more valuable than a thousand identical things? Or take the problem vexing many accounting firms

         and auditors: How do you construct a balance sheet for a company with few hard assets—buildings, equipment, cars, and other

         easily countable things—but with many extremely valuable intangible assets such as brands, patents, and people? Or consider inflation, the Darth Vader of the old economy. If a computer costs

         a little more than it did last year, but it’s twice as powerful, is that inflation? Or is it really deflation? Accurately

         measuring who works how is merely the latest in a series of statistical challenges that the changing economy poses.

      


      Still, coming up with some reliable numbers on the size and shape of Free Agent Nation is important for understanding this

         new way of work—even if those numbers are only, in Jefferson’s phrase, “very near the truth.” And a way to begin is by grouping

         these new workers into some broad categories.

      


      THREE FREE AGENT SPECIES


      Unlike Organization Men, free agents don’t fit into neat taxonomic compartments. “There are very few universals with this

         group,” says America’s premier demographics journal. “They’re builders, salesmen, and Mary Kay reps. It makes for a demographic

         debacle.”
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          But using the several hundred interviews I conducted around the country, and drawing on a range of private data sources,

         public opinion surveys, and economic research, I’ve found that most free agents are at least approximations of one of three

         basic free agent species: soloists, temps, and microbusinesses.

      


      Soloists


      The most common variety of free agent is the soloist—someone who works for herself, generally alone, moving from project to

         project selling her services. Theresa Fitzgerald is a good example.
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