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[Abstract )
This paper examines the governance and economic position of independent professionals operating in the
education and culture sectors, with a focus on structural inequalities arising from institutional and regulatory
frameworks. While both groups frequently operate under similar legal forms, such as self-employment, they
are subject to significantly different social protection mechanisms, pricing structures, and public support sys-
tems. The research applies a comparative institutional analysis to explore how state policies and organization-
al practices influence the economic sustainability and professional autonomy of independent actors. Particular
attention is given to the role of public institutions in regulating compensation, shaping market conditions, and
indirectly producing precarious forms of work, especially in the education sector. The findings indicate that in-
dependent professionals in education face stronger regulatory constraints and lower levels of systemic support
compared to their counterparts in culture, resulting in increased economic vulnerability and reduced bargain-
ing power. The paper contributes to the fields of governance, public sector management, and entrepreneurship
by highlighting structural inefficiencies in managing external knowledge providers and proposing directions
for more equitable and sustainable policy frameworks. y
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Introduction

In contemporary knowledge-based economies, independent
professionals play an increasingly important role in delivering
services across both public and private sectors. In particular,
the fields of education and culture rely heavily on external ex-
perts, freelancers, and self-employed individuals who contribute
to knowledge production, dissemination, and creative outputs.
Despite their structural similarities in terms of legal status and
modes of work, these two groups are embedded in significantly
different institutional and regulatory environments.

Recent developments in labour markets, characterized by in-
creasing flexibility, digitalization, and the expansion of non-stan-
dard forms of employment, have intensified the reliance on inde-
pendent professionals. These developments are closely linked to
the expansion of platform-based and digitally mediated forms of
work, which are increasingly shaping labour market structures
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[1, 2]. At the same time, these trends have raised concerns about
the emergence of precarious work, unequal access to social pro-
tection, and imbalanced power relations between institutions
and individual service providers.

While independent cultural professionals often benefit from spe-
cific policy instruments and public support mechanisms, such as
subsidized social contributions, independent professionals in ed-
ucation frequently operate in more restrictive and less protected
environments. In many cases, their work is subject to regulated
pricing systems and institutional control, limiting their ability
to negotiate fair compensation and undermining their economic
sustainability.

The aim of this paper is to examine these structural differences
through a governance and institutional lens. By comparing the
education and culture sectors, the study seeks to identify key
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sources of inequality, analyse their implications for professional
autonomy and economic viability, and contribute to the broader
discussion on managing external knowledge providers in con-
temporary organizational systems. The study also considers se-
lected empirical indicators to support the analytical findings.

This issue may be particularly relevant in smaller EU econo-
mies, where institutional frameworks strongly shape labour mar-
ket dynamics.

Literature Review

The increasing prevalence of independent professionals in
contemporary economies has attracted significant attention in
the fields of management, labour economics, and public poli-
cy. These professionals, often operating as self-employed in-
dividuals or freelancers, are recognized as key contributors to
knowledge-intensive sectors, including education and culture.
However, their growing importance has been accompanied by
structural challenges related to job security, income stability, and
institutional support.

One of the central concepts in understanding the position of in-
dependent professionals is precarious work. Precarity is typical-
ly associated with non-standard forms of employment character-
ized by uncertainty, limited social protection, and asymmetrical
power relations between workers and contracting organizations
[3]. In knowledge-based sectors, precarious work is often em-
bedded within highly skilled professions, where individuals for-
mally operate as independent actors but remain economically
dependent on institutional demand [4].

In the context of cultural industries, previous research has
highlighted the emergence of hybrid organizational forms that
combine artistic autonomy with market-oriented behaviour [5].
Cultural professionals frequently operate under conditions that
require balancing creative expression with economic survival,
leading to the development of adaptive strategies, including
networking, project-based collaboration, and diversified in-
come streams [6]. Importantly, many countries have recognized
the specific nature of cultural work and introduced targeted
public policies aimed at mitigating economic risks, including
subsidized social security contributions and dedicated funding
schemes.

In contrast, the position of independent professionals in the
education sector has received less systematic attention, partic-
ularly from a management perspective. The concept of “edu-
preneurship” has emerged to describe individuals who develop
and deliver educational services outside traditional institutional
frameworks [7]. These actors are often associated with innova-
tion, flexibility, and responsiveness to market needs. However,
despite their entrepreneurial role, they frequently operate within
regulated systems where pricing, access to opportunities, and
professional recognition are controlled by public or quasi-public
institutions.

From a governance perspective, the management of external
knowledge providers presents a complex challenge for organiza-
tions. Institutions in the public sector, particularly in education,
often rely on external experts to deliver specialized knowledge
while simultaneously maintaining control over costs and quality
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standards. This creates a tension between efficiency-driven man-
agement practices and the need to ensure fair and sustainable
working conditions [8, 9].

The literature on strategic and public management further sug-
gests that institutional frameworks play a decisive role in shaping
market conditions and influencing the behaviour of individual
actors. Regulatory mechanisms, funding models, and contractu-
al arrangements can either enable or constrain professional au-
tonomy and economic viability [10]. In systems where pricing is
externally regulated and bargaining power is unevenly distribut-
ed, independent professionals may face structural disadvantages
that limit their capacity to operate as true market actors.

Despite the growing body of research on independent profes-
sionals, there remains a gap in comparative analyses that ex-
amine differences across sectors operating under similar legal
forms but different policy regimes. In particular, the contrast
between culture and education provides a valuable context for
understanding how governance structures produce divergent
economic and social outcomes.

Recent research has further emphasized that the expansion of
non-standard work is increasingly driven by structural transfor-
mations in labour markets, including digitalization and institu-
tional change, often resulting in forms of dependent self-em-
ployment and economic insecurity [11, 12].

This paper addresses this gap by exploring the institutional and
managerial dimensions of inequality between independent pro-
fessionals in these two sectors. By integrating perspectives from
labour market theory, entrepreneurship, and public sector gover-
nance, the study aims to contribute to a more comprehensive un-
derstanding of how organizational and policy frameworks shape
the conditions of independent work.

Data and Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research approach based on com-
parative institutional analysis to examine the governance and
economic conditions of independent professionals in the edu-
cation and culture sectors. The research focuses on identifying
structural differences arising from legal frameworks, regulatory
mechanisms, and institutional practices that shape the position
of self-employed individuals in these two domains.

The primary method used in the study is doctrinal and policy
analysis, combined with elements of comparative analysis. The
research is grounded in a systematic review of relevant legal
acts, policy documents, and regulatory frameworks governing
self-employment, labour relations, and sector-specific provi-
sions in education and culture. Particular attention is given to the
interaction between general legal frameworks (lex generalis),
such as labour and contract law, and sector-specific regulations
(lex specialis), which define the rights, obligations, and support
mechanisms available to independent professionals.

The analysis includes key legal and institutional sources, such
as constitutional provisions, labour legislation, corporate law,
higher education regulations, and cultural policy instruments. In
addition, the study considers secondary sources from academic
literature in the fields of management, labour economics, and
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public governance to contextualize the findings within broader
theoretical frameworks.

A comparative approach is employed to identify differences and
similarities between the two sectors. The comparison focuses on
several analytical dimensions, including access to social protec-
tion mechanisms, pricing and remuneration systems, degree of
institutional regulation, level of professional autonomy, and ex-
posure to market risks.

These dimensions are used as analytical categories to assess how
governance structures influence the economic sustainability and
working conditions of independent professionals.

The research does not rely on primary empirical data but instead
builds on analytical interpretation of existing legal and institu-
tional arrangements. This approach is particularly suitable for
identifying systemic inconsistencies and structural inequalities
embedded in regulatory frameworks.

The limitations of the study relate to the absence of quantita-
tive data and the focus on selected national contexts. However,
the findings provide valuable insights into broader governance
challenges and contribute to understanding the management of
external knowledge providers in public sector systems.

In addition to doctrinal and policy analysis, the study incorpo-
rates a qualitative comparative assessment supported by indica-
tive empirical data. This combined approach enables the identifi-
cation of structural patterns and governance asymmetries across
sectors, providing a more robust analytical foundation for inter-
preting institutional differences.

Results and Discussion

The analysis reveals significant structural differences in the gov-
ernance and economic positioning of independent professionals
in the education and culture sectors, despite their formal similar-
ities in legal status. These differences are primarily rooted in in-
stitutional frameworks, regulatory mechanisms, and policy pri-
orities that shape working conditions and economic outcomes.

Table 1: Comparative Governance Dimensions of Independent Professionals

Dimension

Education Sector

Cultural Sector

Access to social protection

Limited, self-financed

State-supported under specific conditions

Pricing autonomy

Education Sector Limited, self-financed

Relatively flexible, market- oriented

Institutional control High Moderate
Market exposure Medium High
Economic security Low Medium (with volatility)
Bargaining power Low Medium

Source: Authors’ own analysis.

Access to Social Protection

One of the most evident differences concerns access to social
protection mechanisms. Independent professionals in the cultur-
al sector often benefit from state-supported schemes, including
subsidized social security contributions, provided they meet
specific professional and income-related criteria. These mech-
anisms are designed to support artistic production that may not
be fully sustainable under market conditions. In contrast, inde-
pendent professionals in the education sector typically do not
have access to comparable forms of institutional support. As a
result, they are required to independently finance their social
security contributions and professional development, increas-
ing their financial burden and exposure to economic risk. This
asymmetry suggests a selective approach in public policy, where
certain forms of knowledge production are recognized as so-
cially valuable and supported, while others are treated as purely
market-driven activities. Previous studies have also highlighted
the importance of local economic and institutional contexts in
shaping opportunities for independent cultural professionals.

Pricing and Remuneration Systems

A critical governance issue identified in the analysis relates to
the regulation of pricing and remuneration. In the education sec-
tor, compensation for independent professionals is frequently
determined by institutional frameworks, such as predefined rates
for teaching hours or project-based engagements. These rates
are often externally regulated or indirectly controlled by public
funding structures.
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Such arrangements limit the ability of independent professionals
to negotiate compensation based on market conditions, exper-
tise, or performance. Consequently, they operate in a constrained
economic environment that combines elements of market expo-
sure with institutional control, without the benefits of either fully
protected employment or genuine entreprencurial autonomy.

By contrast, independent professionals in the cultural sector
generally have greater flexibility in setting prices for their ser-
vices or outputs, particularly in market-oriented activities. This
flexibility enhances their capacity to adapt to demand conditions
and pursue diversified income strategies, even though their in-
come streams may remain unstable.

Institutional Regulation and Power Asymmetry

The findings indicate a pronounced asymmetry in power rela-
tions between institutions and independent professionals, par-
ticularly in the education sector. Public and private educational
institutions act as dominant actors that control access to work
opportunities, define contractual terms, and determine remuner-
ation structures.

This imbalance creates conditions in which independent profes-
sionals have limited bargaining power and face implicit pressure
to accept unfavourable terms. This dynamic is also reflected in
the role of narrative construction in cultural entrepreneurship,
where independent professionals actively shape the perceived
value and legitimacy of their work [13]. This configuration can
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be interpreted as a form of dependent self-employment, where
individuals formally operate as independent actors while re-
maining structurally constrained by institutional conditions. In
some cases, institutions receive public funding for educational
activities while transferring only a portion of these resources to
external providers, raising concerns about transparency and eq-
uitable value distribution.

From a governance perspective, such practices reflect a hybrid
system that combines elements of hierarchical control and mar-
ket outsourcing, without clear accountability mechanisms.

This finding is consistent with broader research on precarious
work, which highlights how asymmetrical institutional arrange-
ments can create conditions of dependent self-employment de-
spite formal autonomy [3,11].

Professional Autonomy and Market Exposure

Although independent professionals are formally positioned as
autonomous actors, the degree of actual autonomy varies sig-
nificantly between sectors. In the education sector, institutional
constraints related to curricula, pricing, and accreditation limit
the ability of individuals to operate independently. Their role is
often reduced to that of external service providers within tightly
controlled systems.

In contrast, professionals in the cultural sector tend to exercise
greater autonomy in defining the content, scope, and pricing of
their work. However, this autonomy is accompanied by higher
exposure to market risks, including income instability and proj-
ect-based uncertainty.

The analysis therefore highlights a paradox: while cultural pro-
fessionals face higher market volatility, they benefit from stron-
ger institutional recognition and support mechanisms, whereas
education professionals operate in more controlled environments
with fewer support structures and limited economic security.

Implications for Governance and Management

The identified differences point to broader governance challeng-
es in managing independent professionals as external knowledge
providers. Current systems in the education sector appear to gen-
erate structural inefficiencies by combining rigid regulation with
market-based expectations, resulting in a form of managed pre-
carity.

From a management perspective, this raises important questions
regarding sustainability, quality of service delivery, and long-
term human capital development. Systems that rely on econom-
ically vulnerable professionals may face risks related to reduced
motivation, lower commitment, and diminished capacity for in-
novation.

These include ensuring fair compensation mechanisms, improv-
ing access to social protection, enhancing transparency in fund-
ing allocation, and supporting sustainable professional develop-
ment.

Such changes would contribute to more equitable and effi-
cient management of independent professionals, particularly in
knowledge-intensive sectors where human capital represents a
critical resource.
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The findings contribute to the literature by conceptualizing inde-
pendent professionals in the education sector as actors operating
within a system of managed precarity, where formal autonomy
coexists with structural dependency shaped by institutional gov-
ernance mechanisms. This perspective extends existing discus-
sions on precarious work by highlighting the role of regulatory
frameworks in producing sector-specific forms of dependent
self-employment.

Empirical Indicators of Structural Imbalance

The structural imbalance identified in the analysis is further sup-
ported by recent empirical indicators. Data from the Slovenian
Business Register how that in the first months of 2026, 3,228
sole proprietors were newly registered, while 2,597 were deleted
within the same period [14].

At the same time, the total number of sole proprietors increased
from 120,734 in March 2025 to 121,255 in December 2025, in-
dicating a continuous expansion of this form of work despite
high turnover rates.

This combination of growth and instability suggests that self-em-
ployment is not solely driven by entrepreneurial opportunity, but
also by systemic pressures and necessity-based entry into the
market.

Such dynamics reinforce the argument that the current gov-
ernance framework enables structurally dependent forms of
self-employment, where individuals formally operate as inde-
pendent economic actors while remaining exposed to significant
economic vulnerability.

These findings align with recent studies on the gig economy,
which emphasize that increasing participation in self-employ-
ment may coexist with heightened economic insecurity and sys-
temic dependence [12].

Conclusion

This paper examined the governance and economic positioning
of independent professionals in the education and culture sectors
through a comparative institutional lens. Although both groups
formally operate under similar legal frameworks of self-employ-
ment, the analysis revealed substantial differences in their access
to social protection, pricing autonomy, institutional support, and
overall economic security.

The findings demonstrate that independent professionals in the
education sector are exposed to a structurally constrained envi-
ronment characterized by regulated pricing, limited bargaining
power, and the absence of dedicated support mechanisms. In
contrast, independent professionals in the cultural sector, while
facing market uncertainty, benefit from targeted policy instru-
ments that enhance their social protection and professional rec-
ognition [15].

These differences point to inconsistencies in governance ap-
proaches and highlight the need for a more balanced and coher-
ent policy framework. Current systems in the education sector
appear to produce a hybrid form of managed precarity, where
individuals are formally positioned as independent actors but
operate under conditions that restrict both their autonomy and
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economic sustainability. From a management and public policy
perspective, the study contributes to understanding the challeng-
es of organizing and regulating external knowledge providers in
knowledge-intensive sectors [16]. It emphasizes the importance
of aligning regulatory frameworks, funding mechanisms, and in-
stitutional practices with the principles of fairness, transparency,
and long-term sustainability.

The practical implications of the study suggest that policymakers
and institutional leaders should reconsider existing governance
models by introducing more flexible and transparent remunera-
tion systems, improving access to social protection for indepen-
dent professionals in education, and ensuring a more equitable
distribution of publicly allocated resources.

Future research could expand the analysis by incorporating em-
pirical data, cross-country comparisons, and perspectives of in-
dependent professionals themselves, in order to further explore
the long-term implications of current governance structures [17,
18].

The coexistence of increasing numbers of sole proprietors and
high turnover rates indicates a structurally unstable system that
reproduces precarious forms of work.

These dynamics reflect broader transformations in contempo-
rary labour markets, where institutional frameworks increasing-
ly shape the boundaries between autonomy and dependency in
knowledge-based work. These findings suggest that current gov-
ernance frameworks may unintentionally reproduce structural
inequalities within knowledge-based sectors, raising important
questions for future research and policy design.
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