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Abstract
Purpose: The study explores the impact of GenAI tools on freelancer workers. Particularly, the study explores the perceptions and experiences of freelancers regarding Generative AI. 
Methods: Following a methodology of online ethnography, the data was collected by observing the two largest gig economy communities on Reddit.  It was analysed by thematic analyses and narrative techniques.  
Findings: The preliminary findings highlight the impacts of AI tools on freelancers’ workflow, customer relations, platform relations and career development. The study brings empirical evidence to understand the impact of AI on overall freelance workers' workflow, customer relations and career development.
Originality: This study makes several contributions. First, it illustrates micro-level perspectives of GenAI from the viewpoint of freelancers, particularly how the AI tools and applications impact freelancers’ work and their career development at gig economy platforms. Second, the study employs an online ethnography methodology with rigorous data analysis techniques, introducing new methodological perspectives to the field and enhancing the depth and reliability of the findings. Finally, this study advances our knowledge of the changing nature of freelance work and the implications of AI technology for the future of work.
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Introduction
Generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) refers to artificial intelligence (AI) tools capable of producing new content, such as codes, text, images, or sound, based on the content analysed by the deep learning process. Today, the most widely used AI tool is OpenAI’s ChatGPT, revealed in November 2022, causing widespread interest and controversy. ChatGPT - is constructed upon OpenAI's GPT-3 (Generative Pre-trained Transformer) language models, representing a significant leap in assistive technology. Whether crafting blog posts or addressing software glitches, ChatGPT has professionals on edge, facing the impending changes in the landscape of work. GenAI systems, rooted in deep learning models trained on extensive and diverse datasets, reshape industries by generating original content based on learned patterns from existing data. This transformative capability has the potential to revolutionise how companies operate, ultimately enhancing productivity across various sectors (Ooi et al., 2021).
GenAI received significant attention due to its potential applications in various fields. For instance, executives and managers in the workplace believe that GenAI can enhance communication effectiveness (Cardon et al., 2023). Furthermore, it has implications for journalism and media education, as it can automate the generation of content (Pavlik, 2023). GenAI is also associated with advanced AI algorithms such as Generative Pretrained Transformer (GPT), DeepFake, and Deep Voice, which have raised ethical concerns due to their social impact. Additionally, it is linked to Artificial General Intelligence (AGI), which aims to surpass human intelligence in all aspects. The development and regulation of GenAI have also become subjects of interest, with discussions on legal frameworks, ethical principles, and intellectual property rights (Matulionyte and Lee, 2021). Moreover, GenAI is part of the broader evolution of AI, transitioning from narrow artificial intelligence to general artificial intelligence and potentially super artificial intelligence (Ge et al., 2022). As a result, it is crucial to consider the ethical implications, regulatory aspects, and potential societal impacts of GenAI as it continues to advance and integrate into various domains. 
However, the impact of GenAI remains vague in many aspects. As such, it is urgent to conduct extensive research to clarify the perspectives of freelance workers who are active participants in gig economy platforms regarding this emerging technology. Because freelance workers represent a substantial and expanding sector of the labour force, technological progress frequently has an immediate effect on their means of subsistence. The perspectives of individuals can offer significant knowledge regarding the possible advantages and obstacles that GenAI may present in the gig economy. Therefore, we set to explore the perception of freelancers on gig economy platforms towards GenAI. Therefore, the aim of the current research is to understand how freelancers on gig economy platforms perceive GenAI? To achieve this aim, we develop further three research questions.
RQ1: How do freelancers perceive the opportunities of GenAI in their work?
RQ2: How do freelancers perceive the threats of GenAI in their work?
RQ3: How do freelancers perceive the arrival of GenAI for their career development?
As a part of an ongoing research, we have been conducting an online ethnography research to understand how freelancers working on a gig economy platform perceive GenAI in terms of its impact on their careers. The data has been collected from Reddit gig economy communities: Upwork and Fiverr. By prioritizing the viewpoints of freelancers, we seek to close current gaps in academic knowledge and foster a more nuanced conversation about incorporating AI technology into the gig economy.  We prefer to use qualitative inquiry approaches to uncover the underlying motivations, concerns, and strategies that freelancers employ, considering the growing presence of GenAI. This research study provides four significant contributions to the scholarly discourse regarding the convergence of technology and freelance work in the gig economy. First, it provides empirical evidence regarding the micro-level perspectives of GenAI from the viewpoint of freelancers. This fills a notable gap in the existing literature by offering insights directly from those affected by the technology. Second, in the realm of GenAI research, this study stands out as one of the pioneering endeavours to investigate the impact of GenAI on freelancers within the gig economy platform. Third, the study employs an online ethnography methodology with rigorous data analysis techniques, introducing new methodological perspectives to the field and enhancing the depth and reliability of the findings. Finally, by expanding academic discourse and motivating other research, this study advances our knowledge of the changing nature of freelance work and the implications of AI technology for the future of work.
Theoretical Background 
GenAI and its impacts
GenAI refers to AI systems that can generate new content such as text, sounds, images, codes etc. based on previous data and training. Even the output of the GenAI is based on a set of examples; it creates an illusion of creativity because of the unpredictability of the outcomes. The adoption of GenAI has become widespread around the globe by the open or paid access to the foundation models. These models, such as general-purpose ones, are trained on extensive datasets, encompassing a broad spectrum of general tasks. 
Previously, AI technology primarily operated behind the scenes, enhancing consumer and enterprise software algorithms. However, GenAI models are now directly and prominently altering the work practices of technologically adept individuals and everyday users. Notably, the release of OpenAI's ChatGPT in November 2022, which has a chat interface powered by a robust Large Language Model (LLM) caused great excitement surrounding GenAI models. This rapid adoption of GenAI models caught the scientific community's attention, resulting in numerous studies exploring potential implications across various sectors and fields. Nevertheless, despite repeated appeals, empirical evidence regarding GenAI's real-world impact on employment and employee relations remains limited.
In recent studies, two views have emerged: the “replacement” and the “augmentation” views. For instance, ChatGPT can have two major impacts on human labour as a potent generative writing tool: either displace or augment human labour. The view that GenAI models could augment human labour implies that demand for it may increase as GenAI becomes more cost-effective. This could lead to heightened employment opportunities and enhanced productivity for companies, ultimately translating to more affordable products for consumers and potentially increased wages for workers. On the other hand, GenAI models have the potential to fully automate certain types of tasks, like writing proposals or marketing content creation, image production and so on. This could enable companies to directly automate the generation of grant applications and press releases with minimal human intervention.
In general, GenAI has the potential to enhance the productivity of creative content producers significantly. It could automate the routine and time-consuming aspects oftheir writing tasks , like transforming ideas into initial draft forms. GenAI also has the potential to influence inequalities among creative content producers. It could decrease disparities if lower-skilled producers receive greater support from GenAI or exacerbate them if higher-skilled workers possess the necessary expertise to leverage the new technology.
Even though there is an emerging interest in GenAI and its impact on employment, research still remains very limited, and results are very descriptive and far from providing a deep understanding. Further research is needed to better understand of the impacts of GenAI on freelancers.
Freelancer Work
A freelancer worker is an individual who works independently without a long-term commitment to a single employer or organisation (Sjanne et al., 2023). Freelancers are a growing segment of the workforce, particularly in the gig economy, and they operate in various fields such as media, journalism, and the arts (Süß and Kleiner, 2010). Compared to traditional employment, freelancers work temporarily and outside of an organizational environment. 
In the literature on employee relations, research has shown that freelancers face challenges such as job uncertainty and time variance in projects (Jang, 2016). Due to the global matching on digital labour platforms, there is high competition and broad heterogeneity of clients and jobs. Therefore, research indicated that freelancers tend to structure their work practices into self-managed portfolios, acting as entrepreneurs in their own career management and sustainability (Dolata et al., n.d.; Gussek et al., 2023; Sjanne et al., 2023). However, working on online labour platforms to find work brings complex challenges, such as continuously finding new clients, bearing the costs of inadequate demand, and navigating complex and constantly changing platform dynamics (Gussek et al., 2023). With the digital labour platforms of the gig economy, such as Upwork and Fiverr, the number of freelancers is growing around the globe.
Gig Economy
After the mobilization facilitated by the internet, the gig economy has emerged as a distinct industry where many traditional jobs have transitioned to digital platforms. Among these platforms, digital labour platforms stand out as prime examples of the gig economy in action. These platforms bring freelancers and clients together on Fiverr or Upwork and enable online transactions (Schroeder et al., 2021). Gig economy platforms received great interest from researchers.  In changing employment relationships on these platforms reshape the links between freelance working and traditional jobs (Waldkirch et al., 2021). These platforms also provide an increasingly common workplace for millions of workers – programmers, designers, writers and many more – worldwide (Lehdonvirta et al., 2019).
Having emerged as a common business model for both creative knowledge work and low-skilled tasks (Nash et al., 2018), online labour platforms can not only be attractive for workers seeking more independence, but can also exacerbate existing forms of inequality, creating power asymmetries and devolving greater risks, responsibility, and costs onto freelancers (Newlands and Lutz, 2020). Furthermore, freelancers face enormous insecurity because of algorithmic feedback and rating systems, as well as limited and purely digital communication channels (Gegenhuber et al., 2021; Wong et al., 2021). As freelancer employees are facing great challenges and difficulties, another disruptive technology has been introduced to affect their work, GenAI. To date, research on the impact of GenAI on gig economy platforms remains limited. 
Research Design

This research, as an ongoing study, aims to explore the perceptions and experiences of freelancers regarding Generative AI through an online ethnography. Online ethnography, sometimes referred as digital ethnography or virtual ethnography (Kozinet, 2015), involves “applying the ethnographic principles, perspectives, and methods described to virtual and/or digital settings” (Hart, 2017, p. 2). Virtual settings are considered as field sites in their own right where online communities, their beliefs, values, customs and practices could be studied (Deuze, 2006; Hine, 2000). 
In this regard, our study has been centred around observing two gig economy communities on Reddit. These online communities belong to the freelancers of Fiverr and Upwork which are the largest multinational online marketplaces for freelancers. As a result, Fiverr and Upwork have the two largest online gig economy communities on Reddit allowing us to access very rich data sources. We chose Reddit to study these online communities because it provides a free and neutral platform for freelancers to communicate with each other and share their opinions on matters without the control of the companies they work for. Reddit also delivers opportunities for crowd learning and peer sharing that give us the chance to observe the interactions of freelancers with each other regarding Gen AI.
Ethnographic research requires social scientists to immerse themselves into the lives of other people by observing them in social interaction, as well as experiencing the events and interactions themselves (Emerson et al., 2011). To be able to immerse in a setting as an observer, one needs to spend a considerable amount of time on the field, preferably daily, and internalise the social dynamics of the field like language usage, social interactions, roles and responsibilities and so on. This immersion process is crucial for conducting successful ethnographic research since it secures trustworthy and rich data. Online ethnography is similar to traditional ethnographic work in this way where the researchers must immerse themselves in the online community that they are studying (Winter and Lavis, 2020). Considering this, our first author has been observing two online communities of freelance workers on Reddit since 1 November 2022. 
Data Sources And Collection
Cohen and Rapport (1995, p. 12) state that, above all, ethnographers listen, and the best way to listen conversations of online communities is considered ‘lurking’ (Winter and Lavis, 2020). Lurking is the practice of listening to others’ statements without posting a response (Crawford, 2011). Therefore, as a part of our data collection, our first author has been ‘lurking’ in the community discussion forums of Fiverr and Upwork on Reddit since November 2022.  Since the role of the ‘lurker’ as a mode of ethnographic participation is to take all conversational dimensions into account, in our data collection, we have been going beyond the observation of text. We have been collecting data from posts, images, emojis, gifs, videos, memes and other material included in the discussions of the community.
Our primary source of data is Reddit forum discussions of two gig economy communities: Fiverr and Upwork. These communities on Reddit were established by the platform users themselves. We used six search terms to help us access discussions regarding GenAI. These search terms are ‘Generative AI’, ‘Artificial intelligence’, ‘ChatGPT’, ‘Midjourney’, ‘AI learning’ and ‘AI’. After searching for the topics in the community, we identified the conversations to observe. We repeat the search regularly to see if there is a newer discussion. We only included topics opened after November 2022 when ChatGPT was initialy released.
So far, as the data collection process still continues, data consists of 25 discussion pages including approximately 500 entries. We downloaded relevant entries for coding purposes and created documents as transcripts.  As is usual in ethnography, our first author has been keeping fieldwork diaries and memos containing written descriptions of online interactions. Also, visual data has been stored separately to be analysed.
Data Analysis
We have been coding and analysing data inconsistent with the methods outlined by Miles and Huberman (Miles and Huberman, 1994) and Gioia, Corley and Hamilton (2013). We analysed the data as it was collected and used Qualcoder qualitative analysis software to organise the coding process.  
The first step of our coding process was to open code the interview transcripts and field notes. These open codes were usually in vivo codes. At this stage, consistent with explorative nature of our study, we did not intend to create any categories, but focused on internalising the data and creating a base for further coding processes. 
In the second stage of analysis, to produce second order codes, we grouped the open codes by searching for codes that could be categorised together. Then, we iteratively collapsed them into a higher level of abstraction as the second orders.
At the last stage of our data analysis, we further re-categorised the second orders into the aggregate dimensions. The complete data analysis process from the very start till the end was a recursive one where we iteratively go back and forth between codes, search for similarities and differences among them, constantly compare the codes and the raw data (Locke, 2001; Miles and Huberman, 1994; Pratt et al., 2006; Strauss and Corbin, 1990). We also moved back and forth between the data and literature to create the aggregate dimensions. By doing so, we linked the general themes that emerged from the data to more general constructs from the literature on freelancers and GenAI. In this way, we were able to develop theoretical inferences from the emergent findings. 
Table 1 presents our current emerging data structure. Table 2 illustrates the supporting evidence of our findings. These tables have illustrative quotes, the open codes that are linked to these quotes, and our first orders. 
Table 1: Emerging Data Structure

	First Order Codes
	Second Order Concepts
	Third Order Themes
	Aggregated Dimension

	AI Can Take Over Tasks That We Don't Enjoy
	Repetitive Tasks
	Productivity Enhancement Tool
	An Algorithmic Assistant

	Using ChatGPT to Help Writing Annoying and Repetitive Tasks
	
	
	

	Just Using Your Resources and Working Smart
	Productivity Enhancement
	
	

	You Use It to Work Faster More Efficiently, or Even More Creatively
	
	
	

	Take Time Away from What We Really Want to Focus Our Energy,
	Focusing On Challenging Work
	As A Facilitator to Speed Up Simple Tasks
	

	Take Advantage of The A.I. And Leverage It to Find Other Ways to Make Money Online
	Enables Freelancers to Find More Expensive Jobs
	
	

	Using It to Learn How to Write and Structure Sentences
	Improve Spelling and Proofreading
	An Aid for Developing Human Capabilities
	

	AI Helps Me to Write More Professionally and Improve My Spelling and Proofreading
	
	
	

	Writing Isn't My Speciality, So I Think It's Fair to Get Help From AI
	
	
	

	AI Would Do It Better Anyways So I Can Do It Myself
	
	
	

	Good Tool to Supplement Your Skills. Do Not Rely on It
	Supplement To Freelancers’ Skills
	
	

	If AI Is Applying to Jobs For Me I Already Know I Have The Skills To Talk About The Job
	Generating Communications Materials
	
	

	Never Write Proposals Manually Anymore. Chatgpt Does Them Better Than Me

	
	
	








Table 2: Illustrative Quotes

	Theme
	Representative Quotations 


	As an algorithmic Assistant

	Productivity Enhancement Tool
	“I just find it annoying writing proposal after proposal for web development or data extraction jobs. Especially when I’m more or less writing the same thing with a little tweaks. Introducing my self and my skills, listing my previous work, describing how I would approach there project, and leaving a call for action.”

	
	“if you use a calculator in school that’s cheating, but if you solve the exact same problem in real life with a calculator that’s just using your resources and working smart.”

	An Aid for developing human capabilities
	It's gonna be a mistake if you blindly copy and paste it to your proposal. As I said before, you could take it as a reference. The way you use it is your choice

	
	AI is useful for some things: maybe giving a few writing prompts but 80-90% you'll have to rewrite in your own words anyway. A good tool to supplement your skills. Do not rely on it.

	
	“Chatgpt helps me come up with blogs and tweets. It’s also become my go to for questions over google & stack overflow”



As demonstrated in Table 1, data analysis generated three dimensions about perceptions of freelancers on GenAI: 1- GenAI as an algorithmic assistant, 2- GenAI as a creative content producer, and 3- the use of GenAI for business. In the following section, we present a detailed discussion of each theme and dimensions that emerged from preliminary data analyses. 
Findings
GenAI As an Algorithmic Assistant
In the data analyses, three themes emerged related to GenAI as an algorithmic assistant: 1- Productivity Enhancement Tool, 2- A Facilitator to speed up simple tasks, 3-An Aid for developing human capabilities. 
Productivity Enhancement Tool
In our data analyses we observed that freelancers’ perception of GenAI includes a variety of benefits that streamline their workflow and enhance productivity. One of the concepts that emerged about GenAI is its ability to tackle repetitive tasks efficiently for freelancers. One Reddit user stated that he “uses ChatGPT to help writing annoying and repetitive tasks” to indicate that some tasks in nature are boring and time consuming for freelancers. As another freelancer pointed out that “AI is to free humans from repetitive boring tasks”. 
Another important concept that emerged under this theme is that AI is perceived as a tool to do things in a smart way like using a calculator for math problems. To illustrate his positive opinion about GenAI, one freelancer wrote that “if you use a calculator in school that’s cheating, but if you solve the exact same problem in real life with a calculator that’s just using your resources and working smart”. This example also gives further explanation of how freelancers may feel to use GenAI in their workflow. 
A Facilitator to speed up simple tasks
Another emerging concept in theme of Productivity Enhancement Tool is that freelancers perceive GenAI as a facilitator tool to do simple tasks in a short time. One of the strengths perceived by freelancers about GenAI that it expedites simple tasks for them through automation. By leveraging AI-powered tools, freelancers can automate routine activities, such as data entry, scheduling, job applications or file organizations. For instance, one freelancer puts as “Took me 30 minutes to do what normally took 1.5 hours including distractions. With AI, I'm somehow more focused because I want to save as much time as possible instead of dilly-dallying.”
AI-driven virtual assistants can manage emails, schedule appointments, and handle administrative tasks, allowing freelancers to focus their time and energy on core aspects of their work. In another discussion, freelancers stated that “AI can take over tasks that we don't enjoy + take time away from what we really want to focus our energy on. For example, instead of trawling the internet for assets to make a composite image we could prompt something like midjourney to create something like a wooden door or a texture exactly how we imagine it. It can be totally liberating to be able to imagine something and prompt it into existence”. Eventually, freelancers have more time to focus on more important tasks. 
An Aid for developing human capabilities.
During the data analyses, another important theme emerged, which is that freelancers perceive GenAI as a remarkable aid for developing their capabilities, particularly in the context of freelancers looking to enhance their skill sets, innovate in their fields, deliver higher-quality work, and even improve their language skills. One user stated “I use it to double-check my grammar and to communicate more clearly with clients, it has helped me to write more professionally and improve my spelling, I don't copy-paste the text, I try to rewrite the text the AI has edited” to express how GenAI helps him in his writing. 
Another essential concept we found in this theme is that freelancers are using GenAI as a supplement to their core skills and capabilities. A freelancer wrote “so far it's mostly image generation when I need a really specific scene or an asset that stock sites are extremely unlikely to have” to give example how GenAI working along with his work needs. Another user also wrote “Actually helped me get some deliverable done but you need to know what questions to ask or what comes out is useless” to indicate that GenAI is a useful tool as long as freelancers have core abilities and skills to make it work. 
GenAI As a Creative Content Producer
In the data analyses, six themes emerged related to GenAI as a creative content producer. These are as follows: 1- Outputs of AI Needs Further Human Intervention, 2- Hallucinations, 3- Limited Language Capability of GenAI, 4- GenAI relies on prompts, 5- Human Mastery, 6- AI in future. Overall, this dimension emerged over negative perceptions of freelancers towards GenAI. Detailed analyses are presented in the following section.
Outputs of AI Needs Further Human Intervention
Data analyses showed that GenAI has become a critical supplement to freelancers and many aspects of their work, from content creation to design. However, despite its remarkable capabilities, data showed that freelancers perceive that the outputs of GenAI often require further human intervention to ensure quality, relevance, creativity, and ethical considerations. While AI algorithms can generate impressive results autonomously, there are several reasons why human oversight and intervention remain crucial in the process. One freelancer wrote in one discussion “Feeding AI with the kind of prompts that finally (after editing) creates a passable proposal takes longer than writing one from scratch.” To indicate proposals written by an AI requires a lot of editing, which results in taking even longer. Another user added “AI is useful for some things: maybe giving a few writing prompts but 80-90% you'll have to rewrite in your own words anyway”. Another important concept is that GenAI relies on prompts from users. A freelancer discussed it as “it might have produced a better result with more prompts” to explain how GenAI needs user input. 
Hallucinations
Hallucination was emerged as a critical problem of GenAI during data analyses which reduces its outcome’s reliability and validity. Hallucination theme represents that GenAI models can produce fake results, and information if data is not available to it. Eventually, hallucination creates a negative perception among freelancers towards GenAI. One freelancer wrote that “it's [AI] a very enthusiastic developer at the intern level who makes stuff up rather than admit they don't know something.” To illustrate how GenAI is trying to produce an outcome even though it does not have the relevant knowledge whilenot accepting its limitations. What is worse, GenAI convincingly presents wrong information  as if it is true. One user explained it as “ChatGPT is designed to sound accurate—not to be accurate”. Thus, Hallucination can be very problematic for users who does not have enough expertise and knowledge about their work to screen the outcome produced by a GenAI. 
Limited Language Capability of GenAI
GenAI made significant advances in natural language processing (NLP). NLP enables GenAI to produce human-like text, engage in conversations, and perform various language-related tasks. However, data analyses showed that there are limitations of its capability of NLP and this causes negative perceptions among freelancers. One of the primary limitations of GenAI's language capability is its struggle with context and coherence. One freelancer wrote as “It has absolutely no sense (and no way of having any sense) of whether that next word semantically makes sense”. One of the most common examples of its context related limitation occurs when GenAI was being used for proposals. GenAI was not able to understand codes in the job description to screen the applicants for AI use. A freelancer added to a discussion about AI generated proposals as “Chat GPT, in all its brilliance, started the third paragraph with something like: "As requested, I will be proficient to start with an apple”. Another user wrote “as long as you keep in mind that it doesn't actually know grammar and any suggestions it makes are just words that are likely to go together.” to demonstrate that GenAI has limitations in its language capabilities, particularly in understanding context and generating coherent content.
GenAI relies on prompts 
Data analysis showed that freelancers think that GenAI’s ability of generating content based on given prompts or inputs is quite limited. As presented above, hallucination, limited NLP capability are major reasons for it. Another limitation of GenAI is the quality and specificity of the prompts provided. While GenAI models advance at creating texts based on the information and inputs provided to them, they usually lack the ability to independently understand and interpret the context, intent, and nuances of the prompts. Thus, when it comes to creative content production, GenAI usually is limited by the quality of the prompts given to it. One freelancer added their comments to a discussion to illustrate this problem as “ChatGPT doesn’t follow links to scrape content on websites, it just uses the prompt content”. GenAI independently cannot produce creative content, but it rather relies on prompts and inputs given to them. Eventually, as  creative content producers, freelancers’ knowledge and expertise stay as critical as it isin their regular workflow. 
Human Mastery
Data analysis showed that GenAI is perceived very negatively by freelancers for the reasons presented above. Afterall, data analysis demonstrated that when it comes to creative content production, GenAI is limited, and it needs to be working along with humans. However, freelancers’ perceptions showed that for certain tasks and jobs GenAI is not a match for human mastery. Even GenAI has demonstrated a significant improvement in various tasks, it still falls short in many aspects when compared to the depth, creativity, and adaptability of human mastery. Data showed that human mastery emerged as a critical perspective of freelancers towards AI when it comes to hard skills and creativity. One freelancer stated that “when the world is saturated with generic images made by unimaginative people, the skilled people will shine through using the tools that can very quickly get us to our deepest most creative goals” to explain how creativity will be the core for future after the bombing of AI-generated content. Another user wrote in a discussion post that “There are translators and there are people that use translation apps. We talk a lot about hard skills. These are skills learned from education or long periods of hands-on experience. If you have hard skills, you'll get paid a lot more.,” to emphasize the importance of hard skills acquired over time, education, and training. Even though GenAI will be incorporated in every aspect of any job, there will still be a need for human mastery as one freelancer explained “I don't think a bot like that is going to replace me just yet. It's sort of like a modern airplane - you still need an experienced pilot with 10,000 hours of flight time to operate it, despite the autopilot and all.” 
The Use of GenAI for Business Purposes
In the data analyses, several themes emerged related to the use of GenAI for business purposes. These are as following:1- Consent of Clients, 2- Legal Uncertainty of GenAI, 3- Recognition AI Generated Content. Overall, this dimension consists of themes about the issues of using GenAI for business purposes. Detailed analyses are presented in the following section.
Consent Of Clients on The Use of GenAI
Data analyses demonstrated that Consent of Clients has emerged as an important theme as the use of GenAI in freelance work raises important ethical considerations, particularly regarding the consent of clients. There are two main views in discussions of community members: one view suggests that freelancers ensure that clients are fully informed and comfortable with the use of AI in their projects. The second view suggests that clients pay attention to the outcome as a product andas long as they are happy about the project they do not need to know about the use of GenAI. In this theme, there is not a consensus about informing clients among the freelancers. We report data from both views and their considerations. Data shows that freelancers have mixed views on this issue as one explains that he also shares his models with clients for use as “I’ll give him a demo of how I’ve been using ChatGPT next time we do connect, and I have no doubt that he’ll be grateful for the insights, so he can use it too.”. On the other hand, some freelancers are negative about informing clients about AI because clients won’t hire them even if the product just will be fine. This ethical issue even makes some freelancers  avoid  using GenAI for their projects as one user stated “I haven't tried to use it with my freelance gigs yet, because I think I need to be fully transparent with my clients about this”. 
Legal Uncertainty of GenAI
In the data analyses, we identified that there are also some levels of awareness among freelancers regarding the legal status of creative content produced by GenAI. Freelancers asked questions and had discussions about accountability, intellectual property rights, liability, and compliance with existing legal frameworks. However, data showed that there is not one common perspective shared by freelancers and there are different views among them. One of the primary legal problems about GenAI is about intellectual property rights. AI-generated content does not indicate any authorship and ownership, leading to ambiguity regarding who holds the rights to AI-generated works. Some freelancers stated that AI algorithms autonomously generate content and has ownership. However, GenAI has been trained on copyrighted materials or proprietary data for free. For instance, one user said that “he can claim he wrote the prompt for the AI images anyways” to suggest that AI-generated content belongs to those who created the prompts. Some GenAI models allow ownership for users as explained by another user as “on MidJourney, he owns any images generated by his prompt”. On the other hand, GenAI models use creative content to be trained and produce content for free. One freelancer complained about this as “They make money using creatives public content to feed their products”. This raises questions about whether AI-generated content is subject to copyright protection and who holds the rights to use, modify, or distribute it.
Recognition of AI Generated Content
Data analysis presented another theme that is about  clients’ recognition of AI generated content. There are several concepts we identified under this theme. First, clients are reported to falsely accuse freelancers of using GenAI. It is shared by freelancers that clients are using AI detector software which is another GenAI. Furthermore, according to freelancers, clients are not aware of false positive results. One user explained that he did the project in a very short time and clients accused him of using GenAI. Other freelancers wrote “Well I used a proper term with the right spelling and proper capital letters (me being  non-native  I have to take care of my grammar) and he said ‘it looks like BS from GPT’” to explain he was accused by a client. Because of false positive issues, some freelancers stop using even language tools such as Grammarly. 
Discussion
This study aims to delve into the perspectives of freelancers regarding GenAI models and understand their impacts on freelancers. Employing an online ethnography approach, we provide a micro-level understanding of the topic of GenAI. Like any disruptive technology, GenAI brings about various effects on jobs and, ultimately, individuals. Since the emergence of early versions of GenAI models such as ChatGPT, researchers from diverse fields have examined their implications for employment. However, there has been a dearth of micro-level studies investigating the impact of GenAI on individuals. This study aims to fill this gap by offering empirical evidence on the relationship between GenAI and employment, focusing on the perceptions of freelancers who are active on gig economy platforms.
Our data analysis revealed critical dimensions and significant themes. In the following sections, we discuss our findings and compare them with earlier research. We organize our discussion according to the structure depicted in Figure 1.
GenAI as Algorithmic Assistant 
Our data analyses revealed that there are several emerging themes under the Algorithmic Assistant dimension. Algorithmic Assistant term was borrowed from Ritala, Ruokonen, & Ramaul (2023) to cover the themes of Productivity Enhancement Tool, A Facilitator to speed up simple tasks, An Aid for developing human capabilities. In their study, Ritala et al., (2023) used algorithmic assistance to highlight the algorithmic sides of ChatGPT models while assistance refers to that ChatGPT helps humans with tasks and jobs. Algorithmic Assistant in our study is used as a dimension that refers to the fact that GenAI works as a facilitator for freelancers, accelerating the completion of simple tasks and empowering them to operate with greater speed, efficiency, and agility. By using GenAI models, freelancers can streamline their workflow, increase productivity, and ultimately, achieve greater success in their freelance endeavours  (de Cremer, Bianzino & Falk, 2023). Furthermore, our data analysis showed that GenAI models are valuable productivity enhancement tools for freelancers, transforming the way they work by automating repetitive tasks, enhancing efficiency, and enabling scalability (Raisch and Krakowski, 2021).
Also, our findings showed that GenAI serves as a powerful aid for developing human capabilities in freelancing, offering opportunities for skill augmentation, creativity, continuous improvement, and collaboration. By using GenAI models, freelancers can expand their skill sets, innovate in their fields, and achieve new levels of excellence, ultimately unlocking their full potential and driving success in their freelance projects.





Figure 1: Perceptual Map of GenAI from Freelancers Perspective
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GenAI as Creative Content Producer 
Data analyses revealed that freelancers have many concerns regarding the capabilities of GenAI in creative content producing. The results showed several themes to explain the perception of freelancers. First, GenAI needs human interventions for tasks and projects when creativity and expertise are needed. While GenAI has made a significant impact in speeding up various tasks and producing impressive outputs, human intervention remains indispensable to ensure the quality, relevance, and ethical integrity of AI-generated content. By leveraging the complementary strengths of GenAI and human creativity, freelancers can unlock their full potential of GenAI while safeguarding against its limitations and pitfalls. Another important theme we found is that GenAI suffers from hallucinations. Hallucinations made by GenAI produce fake information and misleading results. This is a serious problem when a user has no experience and knowledge in a particular field or subject. Thus, using generative AI without any expertise can be very tricky for freelancers as they may fail to produce reliable products. 
Another critical perceived weakness of GenAI is its limited NLP capabilities. While GenAI has made significant advancements in NLP, it still faces limitations in its language capabilities, particularly in understanding context, generating coherent content, addressing biases, and capturing human emotion and cultural nuances. This perception of freelancers makes them hesitate to use GenAI. It is also obvious that, if these challenges are addressed, GenAI has the potential to become an even more powerful tool for communication, creativity, and innovation in the future.
The Use of GenAI for Business Purposes
Data analysis showed that freelancers consider using of GenAI from both ethical and legal perspectives. Our findings indicated that ethical discussions included clients’ consent. Some reported that clients' consent is essential when using GenAI in freelance work. Freelancers should prioritize transparency, informed consent, privacy, and ethical considerations to ensure that clients are comfortable using AI in their projects. By fostering open communication and addressing client concerns, freelancers can build trust and confidence in using GenAI, ultimately enhancing the quality and integrity of their freelance services. Some stated that they would not be hired if they informed clients about using GenAI. Another problem is related to the legal status of AI-generated content. According to our analyses, freelancers have different opinions regarding the legal status of AI content, and uncertainty depends on GenAI models and gig economy platform in which freelancers are being hired. The legal uncertainty surrounding GenAI highlights the need for clear guidelines, regulations, and standards to govern its use. Addressing intellectual property rights, liability, data privacy, and regulatory compliance issues is essential to use GenAI beneficially without compromising legal integrity or ethical principles. 
Another critical point is about AI detection practices. Most freelancers reported that they hesitate to use better language or complete their projects in a short time because clients may accuse them of using GenAI models. Even though there are a number of AI detection services being used, there are also high levels of false positive detections. These false positives cause a lot of stress for freelancers as well as create issues with their clients. There certainly is a need for clients to gain more knowledge about how AI content can be recognized. 
Implications
The research makes both theoretical and practical implications. 
Conclusion
This study is set to explore the perceptions of freelancers regarding GenAI through online ethnographic research. Data were collected from online discussion communities, and thematic and narrative analyses were employed to comprehensively explore freelancers' perspectives on GenAI. Our findings revealed three pivotal dimensions through which we mapped freelancers' perceptions: 1) GenAI as an algorithmic assistant, 2) GenAI as a creative content producer, and 3) The utilization of GenAI for business purposes. Overall, critical themes emerged within each dimension, shedding light on freelancers' multifaceted perspectives on GenAI. The research brings several contributions. First, the research illustrates micro-level perspectives of GenAI from the viewpoint of freelancers, particularly how the AI tools and applications impact freelancers’ work and their career development at gig economy platforms. Second, this study advances our knowledge of the changing nature of freelance work and the implications of AI technology for the future of work. Finally, the study employs an online ethnography methodology with rigorous data analysis techniques, introducing new methodological perspectives to the field and enhancing the depth and reliability of the findings.
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