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  Many employers who cut their staff during the recession later turned to contract workers to handle new business or to do short-term technology tasks.

  For unemployed workers, a contract was often one of few job opportunities available, particularly in technology-related fields. Given the nature of contracting, employers did not provide health insurance or other benefits and some contractors didn't know which day would be their last.

  More workers are choosing a self-directed career, leaving behind company politics and gaining flexibility. Many work from home and have more time with their children. And contracting usually pays better than the same job for a full-time employee. Even the major downside of contract work—the lack of health insurance and benefits—has abated somewhat with the rise of third-party groups providing everything from dental and medical insurance to 401(k) plans, financial advice and billing services for contract workers.

  Contract work is gaining status, said John A. Challenger, chief executive of Challenger, Gray & Christmas, an outplacement company in Chicago. "It's becoming more and more accepted—not as something that, say, only low-skilled, semiskilled people offer," he said. For instance, in December the World Health Organization listed on Monster.com more than two dozen information technology contract jobs based in Geneva, with annual starting salaries of $65,000.

  Brian Wilkerson, chief executive of WisdomNet, a Denver consulting business, said contracting was a strategic move for many employers. "They're using full-time contractors instead of internal staff to do day-to-day work, from the management of production to more higher-level analytical tasks," he said. Contracting has touched all industries, Mr. Wilkerson said, including entertainment, financial services, government, graphic design, manufacturing, marketing, public relations, publishing, real estate, technology and telecommunications.

  The Bureau of Labor Statistics counted 11.1 million contract workers—most of them independent—making up 8 percent of the work force in 2005, up from 9.2 million, or 6.9 percent of the work force, in 2001. Still, many contractors are not counted because of how the agency collects data.

  Contract workers make up 6 to 7 percent of the work force among WisdomNet's 50-plus clients, which include consumer products manufacturers, technology companies and the federal government. That is up from about 2 percent two years ago, Mr. Wilkerson said. Employers, who traditionally hired contract workers as a way to test potential long-term hires, now do it more to counter rising health insurance costs, manage their risk in an uncertain economy and fill positions they may not need three months or a year down the road, Mr. Wilkerson said.

  One WisdomNet client contracted with former warehouse and production line managers to change the company’s manufacturing process. Once the new process was running smoothly, the company replaced those contractors with lower-skilled contract machine operators.

However, contracting can have drawbacks for employers, including one WisdomNet client that hired contractors to help with product development.

“These people didn’t buy into the future of the company because they saw their job as temporary,” Mr. Wilkerson said. The company “didn’t get the quality they wanted. They didn’t get the level of output they wanted.”

Some employers have come under fire for classifying certain workers as contractors instead of employees, to avoid paying for benefits.

No one law addresses the difference between a contractor and an employee, said employment attorney Neil Deutsch of Deutsche Resnick in Hackensack, N.J. But the criteria typically focus on length of employment and to what to degree a worker is independent or under management control, he said. Still, it’s an issue some contractors keep quiet about if they have what they want—good pay.  
While some contractors would rather have a permanent job, many are choosing contracting for the independence and flexibility.

When the dot-com romance ended, Mike Barlow, of Fairfield, Conn., a former journalist and then businessman, started contracting with a public relations firm.

“You have so much more time with your children and at your house,” said Mr. Barlow, 53.

Eventually he started his own PR business and now works as a spokesman for the software giant SAS. But many of the challenges are similar. 

Mr. Barlow pays a high monthly deductible to provide he, his wife and two children with health insurance. 

“Both my wife and I make a point of staying healthy,” he said. “We don’t smoke. We wash our hands often, silly stuff like that.”

That’s more than a fair trade for setting his own hours and leaving company politics behind, Mr. Barlow said.

Working independently “reduces relationships down to their honest minimum,” he said. “If I don’t deliver value, the clients go away, and I literally can’t pay for my electricity.”

Paying bills and getting paid are both challenges of contract work. 

Shortly after she moved from Pittsburgh to Seattle, Donna Thelander, 31, a freelance graphic designer and writer, contracted with a stone mason to write business letters and handle communications with clients on a city park project. A year after completing the work, Ms. Thelander hasn’t been paid.

“This is the first time in my life I can’t pay rent,” she wrote in an April blog entry. “I am so stressed out right now.”

Soon after, Ms. Thelander contracted as a technical writer for T-Mobile. In November, she became a full-time employee because the pay, benefits and independence on the job were uncommonly good, she said. And Ms. Thelander didn’t previously carry insurance. She aims to get back to contracting eventually, but for now a regular job is a good change.

“I can go to the dentist,” she said, laughing. “It’s so exciting.”

Lance Schine, 40, of Great Barrington, Mass., has worked as an independent information technology consultant since he was 18. He’s had stints as an employee, but Mr. Schine, now married with a new baby, still thinks contracting is the way to go. His current contract: helping a firm create an online document management and collaboration system.

Mr. Schine said he has a lot more fun and fewer headaches than if he were an employee somewhere, bogged down with daily computer maintenance and troubleshooting.

“Everyone wants to blame the I.T. guy when things go wrong,” he said. 

Mr. Schine and his family are insured through his wife’s employer, but even if that changed, he said he wouldn’t seek a permanent job.

“I don’t know what I would do,” he said. “I would do research. I would join a small business association. I would find a solution.”

One option is “portable benefits,” including health insurance and financial services.

The Professional Association for Contract Employment, based in Concord, Calif., provides billing services, dental and health insurance, and a 401(k) option to contractors nationwide.

Members become the head of their own “corporate division” of the association, which offers the tax advantages of self-employment in a traditional W-2 employment structure, said its executive director, James Ziegler, author of “The Contract Employee’s Handbook.” His group charges 6 percent of a contractor’s revenues, and the contractor must make at least $5,000 a month, which limits this option to higher-paid contractors.

New York City workers in certain fields can join Working Today, a nonprofit in Brooklyn that provides benefits as well as advocacy for a variety of freelance, contract and temporary workers.

If you’re considering contracting, ask yourself:

* Does the pay rate compensate for the lack of benefits and short term?

* Can you afford your own health insurance or get it through your spouse’s employer?

* Are you willing to market yourself and do administrative tasks, including billing, computer maintenance and reporting taxes?

Contract workers and workplace consultants say successful contractors:

* Understand exactly what clients want and give it to them.

* Continually improve skills through jobs they take or training.

* Look for the next contract during the current one.

* Are able to focus on work even if they work from home.

* Don’t take it personally when a contract ends.

