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Introduction Every company is now a tech 
company and competition for 
the most highly skilled software 
engineers, developers, product 
designers, and UX/UI designers 
has never been greater. The old 
ways of attracting these people 
— great benefits, high pay,
the firm’s reputation, or some 
combination thereof — aren’t 
enough anymore. “For high-
performing talent today, lifestyle 
has become just as important
as work style,” according to
Harvard Business School
Professor James Ware.

More and more of the most 
skilled, sought-after tech workers 
prioritize flexibility above all else, 
and the companies who
recognize that fact and adapt 
their approach will win. 
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The flexibility this top tech talent craves is a two-way 
street that serves you, too. Businesses can leverage the 
expertise of leaders in a given field without having to 
carry the cost of that personnel year-round. Geography 
no longer constrains your ability to work with the best 
and brightest. Freelancers bring fresh perspectives that 
drive innovation and inject life into languishing projects.

To be clear, flexibility isn’t code for being lazy. Full-
time employment just isn’t for everyone. Plenty of the
highest performers in the world would rather work for 
themselves than be beholden to a single employer or 
role. These people are top-end talent, and according
to research by Deloitte, they’re more dependable and 
self-disciplined than their full-time counterparts. They 
have to be. They happily exchange the security of 
full-time employment for the freedom of choosing
when and who they work for — and they can because 
they’re great at what they do.

The Talent-Led Revolution is here, and if you’re not
tapping into the potential of distributed teams, you’re 
missing out on a massive opportunity to innovate faster 
at a fraction of the cost. On-demand talent not only 
brings access to the skills your business needs but also 
the agility to scale your team up or down to match client 
demands and adapt to market conditions.

The key to realizing these benefits for your business is
to become an organization they want to work with...
and that means changing how you work with them. 
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If you’re ready, this playbook will show you how to take 
advantage of this new normal, and future-proof your 
talent pipeline. But finding the right people only gets
you part way there. The chapters that follow will give
you the tools to get the most out of your team and build 
a program to carry you into the future. 

After reading this playbook you’ll understand how to: 

Identify skills gaps on your team that can be filled 
by freelance talent

E�iciently and e�ectively integrate freelance 
talent into your organization

Craft a company culture of inclusion and growth 
that maximizes your potential
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According to the Harvard Business Review, almost all 
Fortune 500 companies are already using on-demand, 
highly skilled workers to some extent. Those companies 
are leveraging freelancers in all sorts of ways, getting 
help with both short- and long-term projects that can be 
specialized or general. However, HBR’s research shows 
that frontline leaders are the ones engaging freelance 
talent on an ad hoc basis. It’s a reactive approach
without guidance from the c-suite. This process of
finding solutions, while sometimes e�ective, ends up 
being costly and ine�icient.

There’s a better way to work with freelance talent.

Brant Biggers, ADP’s Global Enterprise Vice President 
articulates three organizational approaches to engaging 
freelance talent:
 

The reactive model referenced above, which has
a higher fixed cost and small spend for freelancers 

The hybrid model, which is more flexible,
variable, and managed 

The agile model that is automated, scalable
and on-demand

All three strategies can work depending upon the needs 
of your company, but Biggers says that an increasing 
number of organizations are leveraging the hybrid 
model. And the most advanced organizations are
betting that the agile workforce model will dominate
the marketplace in the future.

09—43Distributed Innovation Playbook
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However, according to Biggers, using an agile workforce 
“is a more advanced concept and will require a shift in 
how employers think strategically about their labor.”

Even if the agile model isn’t right for your company, 
thinking strategically early on gives you a huge operational 
advantage moving forward. How you choose to leverage 
freelance talent should dictate how your company plans 
and operates. And, careful evaluation of your current 
capabilities and second-order thinking about the future 
are how you create a successful plan.

Your first imperative is to decide which projects and 
roles can be executed by skilled freelancers, and which 
ones are best left to your core team. Mary Kate Morley 
Ryan, Accenture’s Principal Director for Innovation and 
Thought Leadership, believes this knowledge is critical 
for leaders to keep top of mind. “If you’re evolving your 
workforce and thinking about the future of work, you 
should be thinking about how you balance the depth
and breadth of talent and capabilities.”

Here’s how you find the right balance:

Figure out where your core team is already e�ective,
and take inventory of which positions are business-
critical from an operational, brand, or information
standpoint. Consider whether those existing
capabilities can be augmented or improved with 
additional expertise. Factoring in your strategic 
priorities and budgetary constraints, identify the skill 
gaps that need filling in both the short- and long-term.

While going through this planning exercise, don’t
underestimate the positive impact that diversity of 
thought can have on your core team.
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If you’re
evolving your
workforce and
thinking about
the future of work,
you should be
thinking about
how you balance
the depth and 
breadth of talent
and capabilities.
Mary Kate Morley Ryan

—Accenture’s Principal
Director for Innovation
and Thought Leadership

“
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Jenn Gustetic, a program executive at NASA and former 
Harvard Kennedy School research fellow, says that
“innovation happens when you’re borrowing something 
that might be common in one discipline and applying
it to another. The only way that you access that 
collaboration is to expand who you’re working with.”

Once the skills you need are identified, leaders should 
consider the best way to deploy freelance talent to fill 
those gaps. Think of it this way: Do you need a scalpel, 
someone with specialized skills who can augment your 
existing team’s capabilities to cut through a specific 
problem? Or do you need a chainsaw, an entire team 
that can forge the path for your business to grow? 

For example, Pacific Life needed to bring on skilled 
tech talent to serve as a vanguard for the digital 
transformation of the company — without blowing their 
budget. They sourced a team of UX and UI designers, 
software architects, and developers through Braintrust 
to do everything from building user flows to setting 
the direction for new strategic digital initiatives. 
Leveraging Braintrust talent on-demand, they
completed 3X more projects than expected with 
their allotted budget.

Once you’ve identified your areas of need and how
you plan to meet them, you can go about sourcing the 
solutions that fit with your plan.
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3X
more projects 
completed by 
Pacific Life after
leveraging Braintrust 
talent on-demand 
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Innovation happens when you’re borrowing 
something that might be common in one
discipline and applying it to another. The only
way that you access that collaboration is to 
expand who you’re working with.
Jenn Gustetic
—Program Executive at NASA
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Go to where 
the talent is

“If you fall into the trap of hiring the best person that 
applied, as opposed to a person that actually has the 
state-of-the-art skills you need, you're going to find 
yourself in a very unattractive spiral,” according to
Harvard Business School Professor of Management
Practice Joseph Fuller. He believes firms focused on
only hiring local and full-time employees are limiting 
their potential and ceding a competitive advantage 
to their rivals.

COVID-19 has served as a forcing function for the
transition to remote work, and organizations should
take advantage of this trend and look globally for
technically skilled workers. Steve Case, Co-Founder
of Aol and CEO and Chairman of Revolution, believes 
that the normalization of remote work is encouraging
top talent to consider opportunities outside of the 
traditional coastal tech hubs. 

You can engage freelancers in a variety of ways: through 
referrals from existing employee networks, using
headhunter and sta�ing firms, or full-on outsourcing 
entire projects. Braintrust makes it easy. Our project 
managers help clients refine their requirements and 
match them with the right talent based on our
freelancers’ verified work history skills, and culture fit. 
With Braintrust, you can have highly-qualified
candidates in your inbox in 48 hours. 

Ways to engage
freelancers:

Referrals
Headhunters
Sta�ing firms
Outsourcing

*
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Regardless of how you find them, you need to create a 
framework within your organization to ensure you get 
the most out of both your core team and the outside 
talent you bring in. With the right preparation, 
on-demand talent can plug into your organization
wherever you need them. 
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ConProChannel

Employee Network Known entity; 
quality, trustworthy

Damages the employee 
relationship if their
friend doesn’t work out. 
Perceived vs. actual skills

Headhunters/
Sta�ing Agencies

Outsourcing saves time Managing the agency 
takes time; they don’t 
understand your needs, 
not cost e�icient, talent 
isn’t always quality.

Outsource the
Project to Consultants

Expanded operational 
capabilities, lower risk

Less control, greater risk 
of miscommunication, 
poor execution.
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Making SPACE for
talent on-demand
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Now that you know how you want to deploy freelance 
talent, the next step is integrating that talent e�ectively 
into your organization and core team. Utilizing our
own experience and insight from industry-leading
organizations, we’ve found several key elements are 
necessary for any successful talent on-demand strategy. 

All you need to remember is to make SPACE for talent 
on-demand: Scope of work, People-centered
partnerships, Articulation of values and expectations, 
and Core competencies and Expertise.

Go to where 
the talent is

To get the most out of your freelance talent (or any
employee, really), you need to clearly articulate what
you need them to do. This can be a challenge for
organizations accustomed to the ambiguity enabled by 
working with full-time employees. Harvard Professor 
Joseph Fuller says leaders “have to do the hard work
of writing a specification that actually anticipates what 
they need.” So, be specific. Scope out your projects to 
clearly identify what you need to accomplish and your 
freelance talent’s deliverables. 

Here’s the ten-step process we use at Braintrust: 

Problem
What is the problem or challenge you are facing?
What are some of the key elements? 

Solution
How have you tried to solve the problem to date? 
Why didn’t it work? What are some of the elements 
that you feel would be involved in the solution?

17—43Distributed Innovation Playbook
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Users
Who are the intended users? What are unique
characteristics of the users of this product? 
Any limitations or abilities to be aware of? 

Goals
What do you hope to accomplish with this
project? What would success look like?
How would you measure it?

Requirements
What elements do the final deliverables include?

Technology
What technologies do you intend to use? Do you 
intend to build for web or mobile? What languages 
or frameworks are you intending to build with?

Team
Who do you see as the key players in this project? 
Please detail their title(s) and role(s). Don’t forget 
to include QA & testing.

Stakeholders
Who are the key stakeholders in this project? 
Who will be responsible for the day-to-day 
management, and who needs to be involved in 
oversight and approvals?

Timeline
What is your timeline for completion? Include any 
major milestones and dependencies.

Budget
What is the budget for this project? Detail any 
budget constraints.

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10



03—10December 2020

The five aspects
of EQ:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

*

Self-awareness
Self-regulation
Self-motivation
Empathy
Social skills
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People-
centered
approach

When hiring, the focus is rightfully on fulfilling
organizational needs and the technical skills required to 
meet them. Time constraints, competition, and urgency 
shift the focus further onto fixing immediate problems 
and plugging holes. The hiring and onboarding process 
becomes reactive, rushed, and ultimately inhumane. 
But failing to account for the humanity of people in 
your talent acquisition process means you’ll miss those 
who can best help your organization.  

Years ago, psychologist Daniel Goleman articulated the 
importance of emotional intelligence in business, and
his landmark study showed that emotional intelligence 
matters twice as much as technical knowledge for 
outstanding performance in jobs at all levels. And the
five aspects of EQ — self-awareness, self-regulation, self-
motivation, empathy and social skills — aren’t accounted 
for by curriculum vitae and technical skills tests. 

Sure, they provide useful information about educational 
and professional bona fides, but they can’t tell you what 
it’s like to work with someone, how they communicate,
or how their unique perspectives can contribute to your 
organization. A resume can’t give you the full picture. 

Braintrust can. 

We have a community of highly-skilled Project and
Product Managers, Information Architects, QA Engineers, 
Full-stack developers, Strategists, Designers, and other 
highly skilled technical talent. Each of them has been 
carefully selected and vetted by experts on our team 
and peer reviewed by our community. We can tell you 
about every person on the platform personally and 
professionally, and optimize for things your ATS can’t. 
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Articulation
of values and 
expectations

Now that you’ve identified what your freelancers will 
work on and assembled your talent, you need to
articulate your values and expectations for them to 
get the work done. Your company values are the 
fundamental beliefs that shape your organizational 
ethos. Good values are actionable, articulate how to 
act within your organization, and make expectations 
transparent. If you’ve not yet defined yours, here are 
Braintrust’s six core values to help frame your thinking:

Everyone is an owner: We’re entrepreneurial, not
entitled. We believe in the value of hard work and we’ll
do whatever it takes to ensure the success of the network. 

Move fast, with precision: We approach each project 
with thoughtful planning and ultimate precision. The 
details matter.

Raise the bar: We’re committed to excellence and we 
surround ourselves with people who share in that
commitment. We elevate one another by performing
at the highest level every day, taking on new challenges, 
and being dedicated to learning from one another and 
the world around us.

Ultimate transparency: We communicate in an open
and honest way, especially when it’s di�icult. We take 
responsibility for our mistakes and move quickly to fix them.

Work with integrity: People trust us because we deliver 
on what we promise.

Be a global citizen: We believe that we have a
responsibility to talent, to organizations, and to the world. 
We’re inclusive and treat everyone with dignity and respect.
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If values alignment
is present, so is trust.
Darren Murph

—Head of Remote at GitLab

“
Darren Murph, Head of Remote at GitLab, considers 
communicating your company values among the most 
important elements to e�ectively integrate freelance 
talent into your operations. “If values alignment is 
present, so is trust,” and trust is key to building 
successful work relationships and productive teams.

Gallup’s research shows that only half of workers know 
what’s expected of them on the job, and that drains 
productivity and erodes trust. Setting expectations 
means telling people what team and individual success 
looks like, specifying how their work will be evaluated, 
and letting them know who will be assessing their work. 
And once they know what to expect, managers that 
follow through will accelerate trust with freelance talent. 

In a conversation with Facebook’s James Everingham, 
Braintrust Co-founder and CRO Gabe Luna-Ostaseski 
underscored this point, explaining how important it is
for leaders of distributed teams to “dial up the specificity 
of how roles and responsibilities are crafted,” and 
those roles and responsibilities have to be e�ectively 
articulated for freelance talent to fulfill them. 
Everingham replied that to fully engage your team, 
you need to connect their roles to the values and 
mission of your company.

21—43Distributed Innovation Playbook
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Research from
McKinsey shows:

E�ectively managing 
talent is key to 
outperforming 
competition and 
increasing profits

*
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Core
competencies 
and expertise

One of the key reasons you’re bringing in freelancers
is that they can provide something your team lacks.
Think of talent on-demand as your Seal Team Six — 
they’re specialists with specific skills that come in to 
tackle the jobs no one else can and execute targeted, 
high-value projects. Being mindful of their core
competencies  helps you accurately set expectations, 
realistically align feedback with those skills, and ensure 
that you’re setting your freelance talent up to succeed. 

Research from McKinsey shows that e�ectively managing 
talent is key to outperforming your competition and 
increasing profits. And, a critical component of an 
e�ective talent management strategy is deploying
your people based on the skills needed to do the job.

At Braintrust our specialty is finding this alignment.
We develop in-depth knowledge of the talent pool 
and an understanding of each client's unique needs 
which allows us to match them with the right talent.
Our thorough evaluation process gives us unmatched 
insight into our talent’s tactical, strategic and operational 
skills and communication style. For example, here’s
how we screen product managers: 
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RationaleInquiryEvaluation Criterion

Experience Validation Walk me through a product or 
feature that you took from 
inception to launch.

To understand the di�erent 
stakeholders they interact
with. E.g. Are they primarily 
engineering-focused or also 
market-facing?

What aspect(s) do you like 
most about product 
management?

To understand the di�erent 
stakeholders they interact
with. E.g. Are they primarily 
engineering-focused or also 
market-facing?

What aspect(s) of product 
management do you 
like least?

To understand suitable 
roles and projects for the 
candidate.

Product Mindset How would you define
product management?

To understand what type of 
product manager they are 
and/or would like to be.

What do you think are key 
attributes for a product 
manager?

To understand how they view 
themselves and what attributes 
they think make a good PM.

What is your definition of a 
product?

To see if they recognize and 
understand that there’s more 
to product management than 
just development and QA. 

What is your favorite product, 
and why?  What would you do 
to improve it?

To understand their thought 
process and if they think 
critically about products.
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RationaleInquiryEvaluation Criterion

Strategic How do you identify
problems to solve?

To understand how they make 
decisions. Do they operate 
based on input from a single 
source (E.g., client-specific) 
or multiple sources (E.g., 
market-driven).

Tell me about a time when 
you defined a product
roadmap.

To understand how they make 
decisions. Do they operate 
based on input from a single 
source (E.g., client-specific) 
or multiple sources (E.g., 
market-driven).

What factors would you 
consider when deciding on 
whether to build native 
mobile, mobile web, or 
web application?

To determine whether
the candidate can make 
decisions based on user 
segments and the 
usage patterns.

What is your approach to 
prioritizing features?

To understand the 
candidate’s approach to 
defining priorities — do they 
use a defined methodology
or are they driven by 
stakeholders?

Operational

Tactical
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RationaleInquiryEvaluation Criterion

Soft Skills What is your approach to 
influencing others?

To discover if their approach 
fits the freelance context.

How do you handle setbacks? To understand how
resilient they are.

How do you deal with conflict? To understand what’s on their 
mind currently and where 
their challenges lie — in 
tactics or strategy?

Onboarding What are the first steps you 
take when you start a 
new PM role?

To learn if they have a general 
methodology and see if they 
can adapt their approach 
depending on the context.
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Communication
is key

The most important part of every onboarding process
is e�ective communication. Angela Ahrendts, former
Burberry CEO and Apple VP of Retail, said that her 
number one priority when she became CEO was to
communicate clearly, consistently, and openly so
that her team could understand and embrace the
company’s strategic direction. If you want to get
your talent on-demand engaged as quickly as possible, 
you should do the same.

Among the biggest benefits of a talent on-demand
strategy is that it enables your firm to sta� up quickly to 
respond to opportunities in the marketplace. But if you 
haven’t thoughtfully refined your onboarding practices 
and procedures, your freelance partners can’t get up to 
speed quickly, and you lose that built-in advantage.

Onboarding is an opportunity, not a chore — and the 
opportunity starts as soon as you’ve contracted for their 
services. The onboarding process is your first and best 
opportunity to set the tone of the relationship moving 
forward. It helps you cultivate trust and educate free-
lancers about how your company works. 

Your goal is to make freelancers plug and play, and that 
only happens if you’re prepared with a standardized 
process. With the right plans and procedures, people
will learn about your culture, get up to speed on your 
workflows, and be productive in hours, not days. 

Here’s how you can e�iciently and e�ectively integrate 
contractors with maximum results:

28—43Distributed Innovation Playbook
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We recommend creating a communication hierarchy
for your organization that articulates the di�erent
communications channels and their uses. For example, 
here’s how we collaborate at Braintrust:

Asana — First line of defense. All projects are tracked 
here, with assigned managers  + due dates. Use the
comments section to make notes and ask questions
(vs. using email).

Email — Anything outside the bounds of Asana
that needs attention. Use email sparingly, with the 
expectation that you check it frequently and 
respond promptly.

Text — Something time-sensitive that needs to
be addressed.

Phone Call — Urgent, cannot wait.

We also use Slack as a purely social channel — it’s not a 
part of our project workflows, but is still integral to our 
success. Matt Mullenweg is a WordPress Co-Founder
and CEO of Automattic, a company with 1200 remote 
employees, and he agrees that informal social spaces are 
key to building e�ective distributed teams. He believes 
that facilitating space for play is an excellent way to “get 
people comfortable with each other outside of a normal 
work context.” That comfort builds trust, and trust makes 
teams more cohesive and e�ective.

We highly recommend designating topical and social 
communications channels for your people as a place 
where freelance talent can engage with your core team 
on topics other than work. 
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One source
of truth

A key part of your communication framework is creating 
a universal reference document that explains everything 
a person needs to know to work the way you do — a wiki 
that serves as an all-encompassing, single source of 
truth. The goal, according to GitLab’s Darren Murph, is 
for that document to be so comprehensive and well-
written “that you could onboard someone on Mars, 
and they would get it.” 

Your communication hierarchy should be in the wiki, 
along with your company values and a ‘way we work’
or code of conduct document that articulates hours, 
social norms and channels, conflict resolution protocols, 
and related aspects of how you work. Create a FAQ
that anticipates issues and answers questions that 
freelancers and core team members have faced in
the past. Then treat it as a living document — it should 
continually grow and evolve as you learn what works
and what doesn’t. 

Building the FAQ and continually documenting all of
your processes is a significant amount of work upfront, 
but it will save you time and spare you headaches down 
the road. Remember, freelancers are self-starters, and 
with a well-crafted wiki, they’ll be able to answer many
of their own questions. GitLab’s Murph says it well:
“The goal is to remove the burden from humans and
put the burden on the documentation.”
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Systems and 
resources 
access

Your wiki should contain an onboarding checklist for 
each role you plan to fill with freelance talent. To build 
that checklist, Braintrust CRO, Gabe Luna-Ostraseski, 
recommends documenting the sequence of things 
they’ll need to learn in order to contribute as quickly as 
possible. Start with where you want them to be in the 
first 90 days and work backward to determine the skills, 
access, and resources they’ll need to get there. 

Next, you’ll want to engage with leadership in IT, Legal, 
Payroll, and HR to refine your checklist. They’ll help you 
identify issues with information security, tax implications, 
payment processes, and state and federal compliance —
then you can find solutions together. This collaborative, 
interdepartmental e�ort to address these issues is time 
consuming, but essential to eliminate hurdles in your 
onboarding process. Pre-empting these problems not 
only grants freelancers the access they need to get to 
work quickly, but also accelerates innovation in the
long run. 

The goal is to eliminate as much friction for your on-
demand workforce as possible. You want them focused 
on applying their skills to your projects, not wasting time 
gaining access to email or worrying about getting paid.
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Process
improvement

No onboarding process is perfect, but you should aim to 
consistently improve the way you engage with freelance 
talent. Author and leadership expert Ken Blanchard says 
that “feedback is the breakfast of champions,” and you’ll 
be served well by seeking it from the talent you work 
with. Gallup’s research supports Blanchard’s point, as it 
shows that it’s critical to keep in touch with the needs, 
goals, and experiences of high-performing people in 
order to retain their services. 

Freelance talent has unique needs and faces challenges 
that your core team doesn’t. Your interactions with them 
should account for those di�erences if you want to 
tap into their full potential. Additionally, highly skilled 
freelancers often come with a wealth of experience 
from working with other clients and organizations,
and they can be an invaluable resource if you choose
to take advantage of their insight. 

Gathering the information needed to refine your 
approach is simply a matter of asking your freelance 
partners questions. Gallup suggests using pulse surveys, 
which are a way to automate feedback. However, there’s 
no substitute for direct feedback loops between managers 
and freelance talent to engage them in the process.
We recommend regular, individual check-ins to discover 
pain points and identify successes throughout the 
onboarding process, project work, and even after the 
project is over. Debriefing freelancers at the conclusion 
of a project will not only provide valuable insight about 
your processes, but also make them feel valued and 
want to work with you again. 

And of course, you’ll want to capture everything you 
learn in your wiki. 
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Removing 
blockers

A clear path and well-documented process can do the 
bulk of onboarding work, but points of friction are inevi-
table. To accelerate onboarding, designate a core team 
member able and available to answer questions. The aim 
is not only to remove barriers impeding the freelancer’s 
work, but also to connect with them on a human level. 
According to research from the Project Management 
Institute, using the “onboarding buddy” system is an 
especially critical resource for helping talent acclimate 
to new work environments. 

The buddy’s job as a manager is to get new talent up 
to speed, then get out of the way. Building a good 
relationship with them helps freelancers feel comfortable 
surfacing challenges and roadblocks immediately, 
instead of fearing to ask questions at all or waiting for
a weekly check-in to voice concerns. Knowing about 
issues enables the buddy to remove performance 
barriers so freelance talent can get back to work - quickly.

Assisting your new freelance talent to acclimate must
be a priority. Reducing the buddy’s workload for the 
duration of the onboarding process frees them to serve 
as both ally and resource to freelance talent — and keeps 
onboarding responsibilities from becoming burdensome. 
This buddy role is even more critical to the onboarding 
process if you haven’t yet created a robust wiki.

Generally, a high-functioning onboarding process is all 
about keeping the main thing the main thing: If your 
systems and protocols aren’t helping your freelancers 
get to the work that serves the company’s goals, you 
adjust those systems and protocols until they do.
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Whether your company plans to engage individual
freelancers to gain access to their specific skills or
utilize an agile model that relies upon teams of top
freelance talent, your company culture must shift to 
accommodate these additions to your talent pool.
Cultural change is transformational, and you’ll need 
people at all levels of your organization to drive it.
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The world changed in 2020, with COVID-19 serving as a 
forcing function for the working world to embrace the 
tools and possibilities of remote work — and it caused a 
culture shift in organizations around the globe. 

Your evolution is already underway. The shift to remote 
work taught you to be more flexible as you’ve learned to 
create new workflows and adapt systems and processes 
to the realities of being productive in a pandemic. 
Adapting your culture to embrace freelance talent
is no di�erent.

And many of the changes you’ve made to e�ectively 
work remotely will also help you integrate talent on-
demand. You now know that remote works, and many 
employees will want to stay in a remote environment 
even after the pandemic subsides. The old way of 
working is gone. 

Now’s the time to build on your momentum and evolve 
further to embrace a dynamic workforce.

Normalize 
talent 
on-demand
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Freelancer contributions can’t be treated as a one-o� or 
a stopgap solution, they must be woven into the fabric of 
the company.

Doing so requires reframing your thinking around how 
freelancers can contribute to your culture, not just how 
they fit into it.
 
Leadership needs to support managers and employees 
in making the shift, and should account for your core 
team’s reaction to the addition of freelance talent into 
the mix. Research by the Boston Consulting Group and 
Harvard shows that the addition of skilled freelance 
talent can be threatening to full-time employees,
particularly those who haven’t worked with freelancers 
previously. The solution is to educate your core team
on the benefits of talent on-demand and help them 
understand that freelancers are an additional source 
of strength and innovation, not their replacement.

In a way, integrating talent on-demand is a lower risk 
model than fully outsourcing a project or innovation.
This way you have more control over the process. 
Plus, it’s an opportunity for your core team to learn 
from experts in the field and increase their domain 
knowledge and expertise.

Your goal is to create organizational comfort with 
contractors moving in and out of the company with 
regularity, so that your core team will adapt to utilize 
their skills, experience, and insight to make the 
organization stronger.
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Create an
inclusive 
environment

Leadership must also foster an organizational philosophy 
that builds bridges, not walls between your core team and 
freelance talent. That means working norms need to 
change to accommodate talent on-demand, according to 
Professor Fuller. “Full-time employees will often need to 
step into coach and connector roles — asking questions of 
outside colleagues, identifying discrete pieces of work for 
external partners, and making it possible for gig workers to 
tap institutional knowledge.”  

Your full timers and contractors should understand that 
they have di�erent roles on the same team, but everyone 
is there to contribute, and you all win or lose together. 

You can bring your team together by making it a point of 
emphasis for employees to create psychological safety
for both core team members and freelancers. Research 
from Google’s re:Work project shows that a lack of
psychological safety causes organizational errors and 
failures, while its presence encourages your team to share 
ideas, respond respectfully to others’ views, and engage
in healthy debate. That open and honest communication 
creates an inclusive environment and establishes shared 
expectations about appropriate ways to behave.
 
Managers set the tone, but an inclusive culture is crafted 
by everyone. Leaders must be engaged with their team, 
avoid placing blame and solicit, acknowledge and validate 
input from freelancers. “Acknowledging and appreciating a 
team member who... o�ers a new idea, admits an error, or 
asks a question is a powerful tactic for inspiring others to 
follow suit,” according to Harvard Business School Professors 
Amy C. Edmondson and Je� Polzer. And these actions are 
“especially important in diverse teams, where members 
may not share similar assumptions and experiences.”
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Don’t talk 
about it, 
be about it

It’s not enough to talk about the culture shift. For the 
change to cascade throughout your organization,
you’ve got to hold people accountable for creating a 
culture of inclusivity, empathy, and psychological safety. 
According to McKinsey, this sort of transformational 
change requires companies to make someone in the 
C-suite accountable for executing your talent on-demand 
strategy and inspiring the cultural shift. Soliciting 
honest feedback from freelancers about their experience 
is critical, too. But the culture shift only happens if you 
evaluate your managers on how well they integrate
freelancers into their teams and reward leaders
who do well.
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Organizational 
mindset 

As you develop a culture of inclusivity, you’ll obtain
a better understanding of how your team works best.
And you can take that even further by encouraging 
every employee and freelancer to think about the forest, 
not just the trees. If you’re open to the idea, you can 
receive useful insights to improve your sta�ing and
business strategies from everyone. 

Steve Denning, famed author and former Director of 
Knowledge Management for the World Bank, believes 
that such an open mindset fosters and drives innovation. 
He advocates creating an environment where “managers 
enable self-organizing teams that encourage employees 
to contribute their best ideas” to hardwire innovation 
into your culture.

Respect the knowledge and perspectives freelance 
talent bring to your team and reward their insight when 
it proves useful. Freelancers can contribute too, so 
cultivate a work culture that not only encourages, but 
also actively supports the sharing of ideas. Doing so 
generates more opportunity and mental space for all
of your talent — freelancer and core — to innovate.
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We’ve given you the tools you need to make freelance 
talent work for you, whether you’re plugging in one or 
two specialists or entire teams of them. The next level is 
to add your spin on these methods, to tune and tailor 
every element of your strategy as you learn and improve. 
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Growth
mindset

Di�erent isn’t always better, but better is always di�erent.
A growth mindset makes people more committed to your 
organization and is key to maximizing your organization’s 
potential. Stanford Psychology Professor and award-
winning author Carol Dweck, says that to cultivate a 
growth mindset is to encourage your team through word 
and deed “to love challenges, be intrigued by mistakes, 
enjoy e�ort, and keep on learning.” Building a talent on-
demand strategy presents an opportunity to not only 
obtain a competitive advantage but also make systemic 
growth part of your culture moving forward.

The framework we’ve laid out will let you integrate talent 
on-demand successfully into your organization, but as in 
life, attachment leads to su�ering. Adaptation and flexibility 
are crucial skills, and like any other skill, you can only 
improve through practice. It’s worth it. If you can embrace 
a growth mindset as an organization, your company won’t 
be stuck with any one form when a better one reveals itself. 

This Playbook is aimed at helping you find the form that’s 
best for your company right now, and Braintrust can deliver 
the top tech talent that’ll keep your company competitive 
and make you successful far into the future. And you don’t 
have to take our word for it. Every single enterprise client 
we have worked with has found such success with our 
methods that they have come back to hire Braintust 
talent again. It works for them, and it can work for you, too.

Modern business is a game of endless iteration for those 
who want to win, and building a strategy that integrates 
on-demand talent makes winning a lot easier. Combine 
that strategy with Braintrust’s community of top tech 
talent, and you’ll have not just a dynamic company, but
a dynastic one.

Ways to engage
cultivate a growth 
mindset:

Love challenges

Be intrigued 
by mistakes

Enjoy e�ort

Keep learning

*
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Here’s how to get started: 

Contact Braintrust.
Tell us more about what you’re 
looking for, and our dedicated 
project managers will help
refine your project requirements 
and set you up for success.

Get matched with talent.
Braintrust then matches you 
with talent based on verified 
reputations, work history and
skills fit. You’ll have highly-
qualified candidates in your
inbox in 48 hours. 

Get to work. You work directly 
with the talent to get things 
done and Braintrust handles
all the administrative work.
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