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Abstract
Background
The freelance economy has seen rapid growth worldwide in recent years and the Philippines is not an exception. Freelance workers are becoming increasingly common in healthcare and research.  Early career researchers carry out most of scientific research and can play a critical role in advancing public health by bringing new perspectives and diversity to the field. Existing literature has mostly focused on the experiences of early career researchers in an institutional academic setting. This study aimed to understand the experiences of freelance early career researchers in the health policy and systems space in the Philippines.

Methods
This qualitative study collected data from 18 to 22 March 2022 through virtual interview and focus group discussions. Themes and codes were created based on the topic guide developed. New themes and codes were generated as they emerged. Two researchers coded the data using both a priori and emergent codes. Any coding conflicts were resolved through discussions until intercoder agreement was reached. Interpretation and conclusions from the data were developed by 2 researchers with consideration for its context and relationship between themes.

Results
Fifteen current and former freelance researchers participated in the study. Most are female, under 35 years old, and with an undergraduate degree as the highest educational attainment. The findings highlight insights and challenges faced by early career researchers in aspects of: (1) work arrangement, (2) tasks, (3) expectations from senior researchers, (4) development in the health policy and systems field, (5) relationship with peers, and (6) motivations for continuing to work as a freelance health policy and systems researcher.

Conclusion
This study reveals the challenges freelance early career researchers face, highlighting the need for enhanced support and recognition amidst rapidly evolving workforce demands and complex health dilemmas. Recommendations include structured mentorship, professional development, innovative funding models, and the establishment of a supportive network. Advocacy for policies ensuring freelancer inclusion in the economy and policy-making is crucial. Future research should investigate their experiences further, including their roles, transitions, and the impacts of funding trends, to foster their development and integration into public health research and policy.
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The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​s12961-024-01142-6.
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Introduction
The freelance economy has seen rapid growth worldwide in recent years, and the Philippines is not an exception. The country ranked 6th among the fastest growing markets for gig economy in the 2019 Gig Economy Index [1]. Young workers dominate the freelance landscape in the country, with 67% of freelancers being under the age of 35 years old [1, 2]. While experience is not the only determinant for pay rates of freelancers, those with only up to 2 years of experience earn less than Php 30,000.00 per month (approximately USD 545.00) [3].
Despite the rising number of freelancers in the country based on global reports, the Philippine Department of Labor and Employment continues to lack baseline data on freelance workers due to challenges of registering individuals that work in non-traditional settings [4]. Labor laws for freelancers are often inadequate in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs), leaving them vulnerable and without safety nets. A lack of baseline data often contributes to policy inaction to protect freelance workers. Despite sparse data in the Philippines, Senate Bill No. 1373 was filed on 6 October 2022 which seeks to protect online gig economy workers [5]. In February 2023, the House of Representatives passed House Bill No. 6718, providing protection and relief to Filipino freelance workers [6].
Early career researchers (ECRs) carry out most of scientific research and can play a critical role in advancing health policy and systems research (HPSR) by bringing new perspectives and diversity to the field [7]. Investing in the development of ECRs can help to build sustainable research capacity in LMICs [8]. Similarly, freelance workers are becoming an increasingly common presence in healthcare and research [9, 10]. With the rise of digital technologies and the availability of online tools, freelance researchers can work independently or with collaborators to conduct research and contribute to scientific knowledge.
Previous research has identified a range of challenges that freelancers and ECRs face. Freelance workers often work independently, which can be isolating, and may struggle with income stability and social protection [11]. ECRs, on the other hand, often lack mentorship and training opportunities that hinders professional development and career advancement [12]. Both groups struggle with work-life balance due to heavy workloads or irregular working hours [9, 13].
As the field of scientific research continues to evolve, both groups are likely to play an increasingly important role in advancing knowledge and making a positive impact on health systems. Existing literature has focused on the experiences of ECRs in an institutional academic setting. However, little is known about the experiences of freelance ECRs in the health policy and systems (HPS) space in LMICs. Understanding the experiences of freelance HPS ECRs can inform the development of strategies to support a new group in the next generation of HPS researchers, and promote a more inclusive and diverse research environment.

The Alliance for Improving Health Outcomes
The Alliance for Improving Health Outcomes (AIHO) is a non-stock, non-profit public health organization in the Philippines established in 2013 [14]. Its mission is to “enable people to make health systems work for people”. One of the ways AIHO achieves this mission is by mentoring young professionals who participate in research, program design, policy development, or project implementation. In 2020, the organization signaled its continued commitment to its mission by including “Focus on people by building an ecosystem for public health professionals, enthusiasts and advocates” as one of its five-year strategic goals [15]. In 2021, at the direction of the Board of Trustees, a Mentoring Committee was created to establish the organization's mentoring framework [16]. As a non-profit, researcher salaries in AIHO are sourced completely from research grants. All members of a research team are contracted only for the duration of the grant. From 2013 to 2020, AIHO issued 797 contracts related to its research and development work, with almost 25% (198 contracts) of these for entry level and research assistant positions [15].

Methods
This is a qualitative study that used semi-structured key informant interviews (KIIs) and focus group discussions (FGDs) to explore the experiences of freelance HPS ECRs in AIHO. The KIIs and FGDs occurred as part of management improvement efforts in the organization. Target participants were current or former freelance researchers in AIHO and were purposively sampled. Participants were contacted via email, which contained the purpose and proposed date and time of the KII or FGD. Participants confirmed their participation by confirming their attendance to the scheduled KII/FGD and voluntarily participated in these. Prior to each KII and FGD, participants were reoriented on the purpose of the data collection and verbal consent was sought.
The interview guide (Additional file 1) was developed based on relevant literature on ECRs [13, 17–19]. The guide consisted of open-ended questions to encourage participants to share their experiences as freelance HPS ECRs in the aspects of: (1) work arrangement, (2) tasks, (3) expectations from senior researchers, (4) development in the HPSR field, (5) relationship with freelance ECR peers, and (6) motivations for continuing to work as a freelance ECR. No revisions were made to the interview guide as data collection progressed.
Four FGDs with 2 to 4 participants each and 2 KIIs were conducted from 18 to 22 March 2022 through Google Meet. These were video-, audio-, and chat-recorded with the consent of participants. Each KII or FGD lasted between 60 to 90 minutes. Only the participants and interviewer (RKS) were present in the call. No repeat interviews were conducted.
The interviews were transcribed verbatim in the original language used (MAN), then translated into English during data analysis (RKS). Each transcript was reviewed for accuracy by 2 researchers (RKS and MAN). Data were analyzed using thematic and content analysis, guided by the method recommended by Creswell [20]. Thematic and content analysis use a systematic process of coding, examination of meaning, and provision of a description of the social reality through the creation of themes. Through an abductive approach, the themes and codes were created based on the topic guide developed. New themes and codes were generated as they emerged. Two researchers (RKS and MAN) coded the data using both a priori and emergent codes. Any coding conflicts were resolved through discussions until intercoder agreement was reached. Interpretation and conclusions from the data were developed by 2 researchers (RKS and MAN) with consideration for its context and relationship between themes.

Results
Fifteen (15) current and former freelance researchers with AIHO participated in the study (Table 1). Most participants are female, under 35 years old, and with an undergraduate degree as their highest educational attainment.Table 1Characteristics of participants


	Sex

	 Female
	10

	 Male
	5

	Age

	 Under 35 years old
	14

	 36 to 45 years old
	1

	Educational attainment*

	 Undergraduate degree
	11

	 Postgraduate degree
	4

	 Medical degree
	2

	Years working as a freelance researcher
	 
	 < 5 years
	8

	 > 5 years
	7


*Participants with a medical degree and a postgraduate degree were counted twice under the appropriate category



A summary of the findings is presented in Table 2. The following section details the results of the study.Table 2Summary of results


	Theme
	Codes
	Key findings

	Work arrangement
	Uncertainty and anxiety
Valuing freelancing flexibility and opportunity
	ECRs reported feeling anxiety and uncertainty that comes with being a freelance HPS ECR.
The lack of a structured career path is a challenge, in contrast with the perceived stability that being an institution-based researcher provides.
Working with multiple organizations provides good compensation, projects, and publications
They recognize the importance of managing their time effectively to balance multiple projects, but that they heavily need to rely on performance and networks to secure future projects.

	Tasks and support
	Roles and responsibilities of ECRs
Support and meaningful feedback
Acknowledgement of potential and valued contributions
	ECRs play a crucial role in supporting technical aspects of research projects, including data collection, literature review, analysis, report writing, and event coordination.
Overall, the prevailing culture is that ECRs will need to be flexible and willing to take on a range of tasks to support a project's success, even if those tasks are not explicitly stated in their contract.
Imposter syndrome is common among ECRs who may lack confidence with unfamiliar tasks.
Personalized performance feedback is important for ECRs, as the current feedback process is limited to their outputs which may not necessarily capture the full extent of the ECR’s abilities and potential.

	Expectations from and working style compatibility with leads or senior researchers
	Ideal project leadership qualities
Communication and commitment issues in research leadership
Working style compatibility
	From the perspective of freelance ECRs, effective project leadership requires a combination of technical expertise, project management skills, and strong communication skills.
Lack of time commitment by leads or consultants delays projects and burdens ECRs to compensate and complete the work, leading to the ECR’s dissatisfaction.
Work style compatibility is viewed by freelance ECRs as important for successful vertical relationships. ECRs feel that as young researchers, their technical skills are important, but compatibility with their leads or supervisors matters more.
A mismatch with a supervisor can be detrimental to a freelance ECR’s career, since they heavily depend on supervisor referrals for future work.

	Growth or development in the HPSR field
	Unclear career path as a freelance ECR in HPSR
Professional development, mentorship, and networking
Facing the doctor-centric culture in HPSR
	ECRs have to build capacity independently, since they do not have funding support usually available for institution-based researchers.
Mentorship is crucial for a freelance ECR’s career growth, as mentors who believe in them, give opportunities, and understand that mistakes are part of the learning process can foster development.
The prevailing doctor-centric culture in public health and HPSR is another challenge that freelance ECRs face. This culture often restricts opportunities for qualified individuals who are not medical doctors, creating a glass ceiling for non-doctors that could limit career growth.

	Value of peer relationships
	Peer support and relationship dynamics
Peer relationship beyond work
	Relationship-building in a virtual environment is challenging for freelance ECRs, but a shared interest in public health connects them.
They appreciate having a support system of peers who understand their experiences, which helps to prevent burnout and maintain motivation.
Having peers also helped them build nonprofessional relationships, leading to a support system that aided in alleviating stress.
Freelance ECRs value having someone who understands their niche community, making it easier to discuss complex topics on public health.

	Motivations to continue as an HPS ECR
	Impact and contributions in HPSR
Mentorship and shared values
	The motivation of freelance ECRs stems from learning, growth, and the potential for impact in the public health field.
Participants find HPSR work to be important and inspiring, and appreciate its empowering environment.
While they acknowledge the challenges and uncertainties of being a freelance researcher in this field, they find motivation in the network and potential mentors available, as well as the desire to help those interested in public health.




Work arrangement as a freelance ECR
Uncertainty and anxiety
Being a freelance HPS ECR is a fulfilling career choice, but it requires individuals to navigate uncertainties and challenges to succeed. ECRs reported feeling anxiety and uncertainty that comes with being a freelance HPS ECR. The flexibility of freelancing enables working on multiple projects, but freelance ECRs also realized they must identify research interests and not accept every offer despite job insecurity. They also acknowledged that the lack of a structured career path is a challenge, in contrast with the perceived stability that being an institution-based researcher provides.“You have thoughts about what you're going to do after a project. At this point, we're dependent on project leads tapping us to be part of their team.”
“You have to deal with this uncertainty, with that sense of directioning for yourself. At the start, there is that anxiety that I'm doing contractual work. At one point, I didn't want to say no to joining projects. In my first year working, I did 3 projects at the same time but I realized there are topics I'm not that interested in. But I didn't want to say no. I'm also scared if projects will ever be offered to me in the future.”



Valuing freelancing flexibility and opportunity
Despite the challenges, ECRs generally expressed satisfaction with contracted work, and they appreciate the opportunities it provides. Working with multiple organizations provides good compensation, projects, and publications. However, they understand that the profitability of HPSR for non-traditional research institutions is limited, making the chances of eventually regularizing freelance ECRs slim. They recognize the importance of managing their time effectively to balance multiple projects, but that they heavily need to rely on performance and networks to secure future projects.“In every project you enter, you always have to be at your best and give it your all because you don't know when you're gonna have another project. You have to prove that you're worthy and you can do it.”
“You cannot rely on a single organization to give you a lot of work because there are a lot of freelance researchers. Working with multiple institutions gave me good compensation, projects, and publications. But at the end of the day, I'm not sure if it was just luck. In general, we do not have a safety net within this type of work. There's no structured way of moving forward.”




Tasks and support
Roles and responsibilities of ECRs
ECRs play a crucial role in supporting technical aspects of research projects, including data collection, literature review, analysis, report writing, and event coordination. Their tasks and responsibilities are often outlined in contracts, but they are also expected to be flexible and willing to take on ad hoc tasks, which can be a source of stress for some ECRs. Overall, the prevailing culture is that ECRs will need to be flexible and willing to take on a range of tasks to support a project's success, even if those tasks are not explicitly stated in their contract. Imposter syndrome is common among ECRs who may lack confidence with unfamiliar tasks, but building knowledge and skills through reading and learning on the job is viewed as essential.“As a Research Assistant, you're in charge of literature review, writing. Then further on you may decide on the data collection process and data cleaning process. Questionnaire design, setting it up, creating data collection systems, pilot testing, monitoring data collectors, and descriptive data analysis. On top of that, there are presentations or reports. Research Assistants do the bulk of the technical work. Maybe a little bit of project management work, but it would depend on the project.”
“I always found myself in a position that I never...literally that wasn't what was in the contract. I happened to be in projects that were morphing day by day. In that case, as an individual, you had to just morph with it and work with the team.”
“I want to plan and anticipate what tasks I'm going to do. I don't like ad hoc tasks because it throws off my plans and how I plan to do my work. It's also stressful because all this time we were expecting consultants to do it (the ad hoc tasks assigned) and I feel I have a capacity gap.”



Support and meaningful feedback
The level of support and guidance provided to ECRs varies depending on the project and lead. Some projects provide ample support and guidance, while others rely on the assumed existing knowledge and experience of an ECR. Personalized performance feedback is important for ECRs, as the current feedback process is limited to their outputs which may not necessarily capture the full extent of the ECR’s abilities and potential. They expressed a desire for more personalized feedback on their performance and progress, which can alleviate their anxiety and improve confidence.“I appreciate that I'm being trained and assisted when I'm tasked to do certain deliverables. Even though I felt like my skills were inadequate, I was able to refresh my knowledge because I was taught.”
“Sometimes I feel my own anxiety. The things I'm doing...does it pass their standards? There's no way of knowing whether they're okay with it.”
“Rarely do we have a briefing about our performance and, personally, I think that has become an insecurity for me because a lot of this is on the job. Since I don't have a basis of what my performance was, I'm left to judge my own work. That's kind of anxiety-inducing for me.”



Acknowledgement of potential and valued contributions
While ECR roles and responsibilities may be vague, they appreciate when project leads value their opinions and trust them to lead important tasks, showing that they are a vital member of the team. Ad hoc tasks or tasks beyond their technical capacity can be challenging but also an opportunity to showcase their potential and be valued for their skills. This acknowledgement of their potential is viewed as a double-edged sword, but ultimately appreciated.“There's also this sense of freedom you have when they ask you to do stuff. I think this is part of the struggle with ad hoc tasks or tasks beyond our technical capacity. I feel like the fact that that was delegated to us means that we were valued. Our potential was acknowledged. I think it's a double-edged sword and that's the good part of it. They think you are capable of doing this and that's why they trust you enough to do this even if it may not be your job.”




Expectations from and working style compatibility with project leads or senior researchers
Ideal project leadership qualities
From the perspective of freelance ECRs, effective project leadership requires a combination of technical expertise, project management skills, and strong communication skills. Project leads should have a clear understanding of the research, including its goals and objectives, and be able to provide direction and guidance to the team. Effective time management, organization, and meeting facilitation skills were also seen as important qualities in a project lead. Additionally, leads should be able to delegate tasks appropriately, monitor progress, and provide feedback to team members. Technical expertise is crucial, but project leads should have operational knowledge to ensure that tasks are executed smoothly.“For me, I expect that they will give the overall direction of the project. The project lead should have a clear understanding of the way the project works because they're the top in their fields. They should guide us on how to do the tasks and provide the project vision.”
“The bulk of technical work should be coming from them because as Research Assistants, we're just there to support them. Big decisions, methodologies, and analysis should be done by them and not us. They're the experts on that certain field so they're supposed to be the ones who impart knowledge and steer the project forward.”
“Know how to delegate tasks. As the lead, you should know how to make the team work efficiently. Leads should also understand the tasks they delegate. Why lead if you don't know that? Leads are answerable to what the entire project team does.”



Communication and commitment issues in research leadership
Poor communication and lack of commitment from leads or consultants can have a negative impact on the project and the well-being of freelance ECRs. They expressed frustration with project leads who are too busy or unavailable, leaving them without guidance and unsure of their tasks. Lack of time commitment by leads or consultants delays projects and burdens ECRs to compensate and complete the work, leading to the ECR’s dissatisfaction. To prevent burnout of and placing unrealistic demands on ECRs, project leads must be able to comprehend the workload and time requirements for research tasks they delegate.“It's more related to the time they commit to the project. I feel like for some senior consultants, it's not for a lack of desire to contribute to the project, but we are engaging with very busy people. In those moments, the Research Assistants would compensate. It's not something we can negotiate.”
“It's really an issue of dedication and commitment. When they say they would be providing feedback by a certain time, I hope they also honor their word. Research Assistants try their best to meet deadlines of senior consultants when they ask it. It should be mutual that they also honor their word when they say they'll give feedback by this time.”
“I think the worst that can happen to a Research Assistant is when there's a mismatch in timelines because a lead doesn't understand how much work goes into something. ‘Get this done by tomorrow’, but do they know how much reading goes into writing a proposal?”
“I guess this is why a lot of Research Assistants are burned out. Research Assistants do the work when supervisors have very little idea of how to do the work. The burden of decisions goes to the Research Assistant. It's a mismatch of expectations because they expect too much from Research Assistants and too little of themselves. Why are Research Assistants always expected to be really good right off the bat? But for project leads, shouldn't we also have a high standard or set of expectations?”



Working style compatibility
Work style compatibility is viewed by freelance ECRs as important for successful vertical relationships. ECRs feel that as young researchers, their technical skills are important, but compatibility with their leads or supervisors matters more. They need to identify the working style of more senior researchers, then subsequently adjust to have an effective working relationship with them. A mismatch with a supervisor can be detrimental to a freelance ECR’s career, since they heavily depend on supervisor referrals for future work.“Compatibility matters more than technical capacity. I'm not comfortable with buzzer beaters. I'm stressed about that. It's difficult for me if the project lead is like that, especially when Research Assistants don't have a say on how things should happen. It was hard to adjust because you need to be flexible with the working style of senior researchers. That was more stressful for me than any technical skill required for the project.”
“I also witnessed the impact of a supervisor and Research Assistant mismatch. I've seen this a lot, where there's been a mismatch and that became the end of things for the younger staff. They weren't given another opportunity. It's a case-to-case basis and it's unfortunate when you're mismatched with a supervisor. When that happens, that might be your end in freelancing work.




Growth or development in the HPSR field as a freelance ECR
Unclear career path as a freelance HPS ECR
Freelance ECRs view the career trajectory in HPSR as abstract and challenging. Portfolio-, reputation-, and profile-building are crucial, as the job market is not as clear-cut as in the institutional academic set up. Freelance ECRs are concerned about not being able to move up from being a Research Assistant to becoming Research Associates, Project Managers, or Project Leads despite having regular projects. They also have to build capacity independently, since they do not have funding support usually available for institution-based researchers.“I've been a Research Assistant for a long time. I want to hold higher positions but I'm not sure what skills are needed or what should be in my CV. I know a Research Assistant who took project management training but that's really expensive.”
“I don't know how to move forward. Is being a Research Assistant going to give me Masters opportunities, work opportunities? I'm optimistic about that but the path isn't super clear to me. I want to have the same influence or position close to my mentors but I don't know how to get to that level.”
“You have to build your capacity by yourself. In corporate, they give you funding for training opportunities. But here you're on your own.”



Professional development, mentorship, and networking
Freelance ECRs seek advanced degrees or project management training to enhance their employability for higher-level positions, exploring varied skill and knowledge acquisition paths. Networking is seen as essential for career advancement to identify job openings. Mentorship is crucial for a freelance ECR’s career growth, as mentors who believe in them, give opportunities, and understand that mistakes are part of the learning process can foster development.“The nature of the work and being an introvert are also factors. I'm doomed because I don't know where to start. How does networking work? I also know that the referral system is beneficial because that’s how I got into this organization in the first place.”
“It's not just yourself but also an external person who would tell you that it's alright to make mistakes. I mean, it's alright that you will have unpleasant parts in project management or in the project and it's okay. You brush it off then that's a learning experience and that's okay. We learn again. We make mistakes again and it's okay. It takes someone to do that.”



Facing the doctor-centric culture in HPSR
The prevailing doctor-centric culture in public health and HPSR is another challenge that freelance ECRs face. This culture often restricts opportunities for qualified individuals who are not medical doctors, creating a glass ceiling for non-doctors that could limit career growth. While the meritocracy model is still present, it is a doctor-centric model that perpetuates the culture. To address this issue, the participants suggest welcoming a wider pool of ECRs and consultants, and attracting talent by going outside the usual network of doctors. However, the lack of non-doctors in leadership positions could make it challenging to effect change. Despite the challenges, some participants hope for a cultural shift in public health in light of the recent COVID-19 pandemic.“I'm not a doctor, not even an allied health professional. I really couldn't see myself staying because there was no opportunity for someone like me, and it became frustrating.”
“There are senior consultants who are trying to address this issue. But at the end of the day, even if you're a project lead, you're still asked: ‘Are you a doctor?’ I know a lot of people who are studying abroad that don't want to come back because of this.”
“There’s definitely a glass ceiling for non-doctors. How does the doctor-centric culture affect me? I don't know, I guess I just have to come to terms with the fact that there will be a ceiling. It's up to us individually to decide what our expectations are and what we're willing to settle with if we stay here or what opportunities we'll want to take elsewhere.”
“No matter what you say about giving opportunities to non-doctors, if there are only a few non-doctors and you don't have anyone in a leadership position to influence, nothing will happen. And that trickles down. As long as leadership is filled with doctors, all they're going to look for are graduates of medical school.”




Value of peer relationships
Peer support and relationship dynamics
Relationship-building in a virtual environment is challenging for freelance ECRs, but a shared interest in public health connects them. They appreciate having a support system of peers who understand their experiences, which helps to prevent burnout and maintain motivation. Working with the same peer on multiple projects has been particularly beneficial for building rapport. Having someone to talk to without judgment is essential, especially when they have questions or concerns about their work or performance.“It's difficult to establish relationships now because since I started working, everything has been online. I haven't personally met anyone. I really prefer face-to-face interactions and while it's possible to do that, I worry about how to talk to my other teammates. In one project, I'm the sole research staff. Then in another project, we have limited interaction. There are no ‘hellos’ or ‘how are yous’. It's difficult but we just need to find ways.”
“Research Assistant peers are super important. In 2 projects, I worked with the same peer. It made a difference in how we did our work together that we already knew each other beforehand. There are things only Research Assistants understand so it's great that you have someone you can talk to without judgment, especially if it's a stupid question.”



Peer relationship beyond work
Having peers also helped them build nonprofessional relationships, leading to a support system that aided in alleviating stress. They acknowledged that having someone to talk to about work and personal matters made them feel more comfortable.“We have that support system and it's valuable. It's a way to have friendships from work and decompress. It's just easier when you have someone who can relate to the things you're working on. We're a niche community. I can't tell my other friends about health financing and support value. There's so few people you can talk to about these things in a way that they can relate to and appreciate it.”
“It's really not easy to find those who are into public health the way we are. There are some conversations you could only have with people in this circle. I'd love to cheer on and celebrate how everybody's moving forward.”




Motivations to continue as an HPS ECR
Impact and contributions in HPSR
The motivation of freelance ECRs stems from learning, growth, and the potential for impact in the public health field. Participants find HPSR work to be important and inspiring, and appreciate its empowering environment. ECRs see the potential for their skills to contribute to policy building.“Personally, I didn't really consider entering the public health field at first. I didn't appreciate the field at the start. But when I started doing research, I saw how public health is applied in real life and I realized how important it is. Everyone believes that what they're doing contributes to nation-building. I was inspired by that.”



Mentorship and shared values
While they acknowledge the challenges and uncertainties of being a freelance researcher in this field, they find motivation in the network and potential mentors available, as well as the desire to help those interested in public health.“What motivated me at that time is the network in this organization that you could not get access to anywhere else. I thought the network and the potential mentors you could get was basically unrivaled and if you are someone who wanted to work in public health policy, my perspective was there is no better place to be.”
“Learning from very like-minded people. It's idealistic but what really pushes me to sustain this type of work is the people I work with who also share the same values. That alone is enough to sustain me. There are times that you're stuck, you don't know what you're doing. But what anchors me sometimes is that some people really believe in you.”





Discussion
The COVID-19 pandemic exposed public health’s workforce needs, including gaps in young professional integration [21, 22]. Post-pandemic, there has been a push for scientific change towards intellectual humility and inclusive spaces for broader peer contributions in post-normal science [23, 24]. ECRs are the majority of the research workforce and have a stake in the research culture they will inherit as its future leaders [25]. The future of work will include a mix of full-time workers, part-time workers, and freelancers [26]. Changes in the workforce accelerated by the pandemic has also given rise to worker agency [27], which will reduce workforce voice gap on issues such as working conditions and fair treatment [28]. Despite advancement of labor policies for freelancers in the Philippines, documenting their lived experience remains a literature gap [11]. This paper contributes to global literature by offering the perspectives of HPSR practitioners at the intersect of being an ECR and freelancer in the Philippines. ECRs are less likely to feel secure in their jobs compared to more senior researchers [29, 30]. From our findings, freelance HPS ECRs experience similar challenges as institution-based ECRs, with more precarity.
Similar to our findings, existing literature has documented the sense of uncertainty that ECRs feel due to an unclear career path [31–33]. For freelancers, this is exacerbated by the fact that they do not have a stable source of income outside of a short-term contract. They continuously need to look for more work (a task classified as unpaid work), often a difficult and time-consuming process for freelancers [9, 34]. With research funding still focused on senior academics, ECRs continue to rely on the successful grant acquisition of senior researchers [12, 22]. This continuous process of looking for work may sideline efforts of freelance ECRs to focus on career progression activities due to the constant economic pressures they face.
As part of the knowledge economy, the work of researchers heavily involves problem solving [35]. This requires lifelong learning to maintain and improve their competitiveness and capacity to solve complex problems [36, 37]. But because their career path is unclear, it is difficult for ECRs to determine the skills they want or need for advancement. Their training needs will typically depend on skill gaps they identify while exploring different research areas and methodologies [36, 38]. However, performance feedback from supervisors for freelance ECRs is lacking, making gap identification difficult despite upskilling being the apparent option for career progression. Training in research also means taking specialized courses by experts or reputable institutions. This incurs high costs that burdens freelance ECRs since no institution can subsidize their training. When they do decide to invest in upskilling, they may be aware that this may not necessarily translate to career advancement. As per our findings, a freelance ECR’s employability relies on other factors such as reputation-building, referrals, and research experience.
It is common for freelancers to feel lonely and isolated because of the lack of social integration that typically happens in an office job [11, 39]. In reality, each freelancer working in isolation is working with others, often anonymously, through digital platforms [40]. This phenomenon was not observed in our interviews. Freelance HPS ECRs build relationships with other freelancers due to the collaborative nature of research, even with the challenges of working because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Peer relationships with other freelance HPS ECRs is valued because of their shared experiences in a niche community. Networks of ECRs emerge informally and naturally [41], and freelance ECRs must learn to foster these relationships as a platform for future collaboration, opportunities they usually cannot access, peer learning, and career planning [42].
Freelance ECRs in our interviews identified issues such as being assigned tasks outside their contract, heavy workloads, and compensating for project leads. These issues exist within a set research culture, the establishment of which is largely credited to research leads, managers, and supervisors [29]. While stressful and anxiety-inducing, there was an acceptance by freelance ECRs that these are just part of the job. They rationalized these experiences by reframing it as a learning opportunity since they are new to the field. Freelance ECRs continue to work in HPSR for networking, the chance to be mentored, and the importance of their work on nation-building. These motivations are even more crucial in consideration of the precarity that freelancers deal with. But the current research culture may be exploiting these motivations, a documented experience for ECRs. Exploitative practices that have been reported by ECRs include heavy workloads, long hours, being assigned difficult tasks, and being asked to do tasks for their supervisors [13, 29, 41, 43–45], most of which were also reported in our interviews. Those on short-term contracts, like freelance ECRs, are especially vulnerable. They are powerless and are unable to negotiate for a better research culture that would improve their work experience. What underpins this may be the role of power dynamics in the research culture. Freelance ECRs depend on senior researchers for job opportunities, leading to a pattern where they tolerate a supervisor’s poor performance for future benefit. Senior researchers must recognize their privileges and contributions to research culture. They define the research culture, which also means they are in the best position to shift it into a positive experience for all [29, 46].
Literature has examined why doctors need public health training [47–49], but there is limited literature on a culture that limits the role of non-medics in public health. Our interviews documented the glass ceiling that a doctor-centric culture in public health and HPSR creates for freelance ECRs. A 2018 study that explored the multidisciplinary extent of public health in 12 countries found that specialized public health training programs are limited to medics [50]. The study also found that brain drain had an unintended progressive effect—it resulted in the opening up of senior public health positions to non-medics. In some countries though, medics continue to maintain an advantage in public health and its leadership positions, similar to the experience of freelance ECRs [51–53]. The ecological model of health has led to the recognition that health is a complex issue that requires multidisciplinary solutions [54–57]. A primary example is COVID-19, where sectors of health, transport, education, and finance, among others, worked together to mitigate its impact [58–60]. In addition, the demand for collaborative and multidisciplinary research has grown from funders and policymakers, driven by a need to solve increasingly complex health problems [61]. It is clear that public health has morphed into a multidisciplinary field and profession distinct from medicine. When non-medic disciplines are marginalized in public health practice and HPSR, it is a waste of talent, a barrier to the development of a public health and research workforce, and ultimately a disservice to public health [50, 62, 63].
This study has several limitations. First, it has a small sample size of 15 participants who are or were freelancers in the same organization in the Philippines. The primary concern here is if the study reached a saturation point, which is said to be achieved in samples of 25 to 30 participants for interviews [64]. This limits the identification of more issues or challenges across different HPSR institutions in the country. Nevertheless, it is essential to contextualize this limitation within the framework of our research. Our investigation targets a distinct and underexplored demographic in both local and global contexts. The insights gained from this specific group of participants retain their validity and relevance, underpinning the significance of our findings despite the constrained sample size. Second, the FGD and KIIs were conducted virtually, and some limitations were observed in engagement specifically with ECRs that the interviewer had not met in person before COVID-19 control measures were put in place. To mitigate this, turning on video cameras was encouraged but voluntary during data collection, which aimed to supplement the lack of social cues in a virtual space and increase familiarity between the participant and interviewer [65, 66]. Finally, while efforts were made to ensure rigor of data collection and analysis, researcher bias and interpretation may still have influenced the results as both are freelance researchers.

Conclusion and recommendations
This paper provides valuable insights into the experiences of freelance HPS ECRs in the Philippines. The findings suggest that these researchers face a range of challenges related to navigating the research landscape, exacerbated by the precarious nature of their work. Harnessing and supporting freelance ECRs is crucial to prevent multidisciplinary talent loss in HPSR amidst accelerating workforce changes and increasingly complex health issues. To better support and leverage the potential of freelance HPS ECRs, we recommend the following policy and organizational interventions:	1.
Drawing on the insights from our study, there's a clear need for structured mentorship and professional development programs tailored to the unique needs of freelance ECRs. These programs should focus on enhancing research skills, grant writing, and project management capacities. Importantly, such programs should facilitate direct access to senior researchers and policymakers, fostering relationships that can guide career progression and open opportunities for impactful research.

 

	2.
We urge research funding agencies to innovate their grant-making process and models to allocate HPSR grants specific for ECR-led projects. This not only encourages the development of research and leadership skills, but also recognizes and validates the essential work conducted by these researchers.

 

	3.
The creation of a formal network or platform for Filipino HPS ECRs, similar to the Alliance Hive by the Alliance for Health Policy and Systems Research [67], can serve multiple functions such as sharing resources and opportunities for ECRs, forum for peer support, and elevating the visibility of ECR contributions to HPSR.

 

	4.
Finally, with the rising number of young freelancers in the Philippines, we urge stakeholders to advocate for policies that provide robust support for freelancers. This encompasses not only legal recognition and protection but also active inclusion of freelancers in policy-making processes, advisory boards, and strategic planning sessions across all sectors. Such efforts should aim to ensure that freelancers are recognized as integral to the Philippine economy and its development.

 




Future research in this topic could explore the experiences of freelance HPS ECRs in other contexts, both in the Philippines and in other LMICs. It would also be valuable to explore the perspectives of employers and senior researchers on the role of freelance HPS ECRs. Exploring the experiences of freelance ECRs who have transitioned to more established roles in public health or HPSR could provide insight into effective strategies for career development and progression. Insights can also be gathered from freelance HPS ECRs on how research funding trends (risk-aversion, short-termism, fewer but larger grants) affect them and their work.
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