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Introduction:
[bookmark: _Int_y5wWuV5N][bookmark: _Int_DB44BI9B]In the current employment market, the growth of the gig economy has transformed the way individuals access employment opportunities, with freelance work becoming an increasingly viable career pathway (Charlton et al., 2025). For university students, however, gaining paid work experience that aligns with their skills and studies remains a significant challenge. Many students rely on unpaid internships or unrelated part-time work, which can limit the development of relevant professional experience and reduced employability upon graduation (Luchinskaya & Tzanakou, 2025). At the same time, small businesses often require flexible and cost-effective support but may lack access to suitable talent (Hunady & Stachová, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Int_JiKEiTfx]A potential solution to this issue is the development of a university-based social enterprise at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) that connects students with local businesses for freelance paid work opportunities. This research will be based on the Carmarthen campus as a case study to test the feasibility and need of the social enterprise. Social enterprises aim to create social impact while remaining financially sustainable, making them well suited to addressing employability challenges within higher education (Pacut, 2023). By evaluating the idea of a structured platform for students to engage with paid freelance opportunities, the initiative could offer benefits for both small businesses and university students, bridging the gap between small businesses needing affordable skill sets and university students needing flexible paid work. 
[bookmark: _Int_RRjRNMzD]This proposal aims to explore the necessary research to determine the demand and viability of a social enterprise connecting students to freelance work in the context a case study of UWTSD Carmarthen. 








Rationale:
[bookmark: _Int_cS21kTYX]The focus of this research is grounded in the increasing challenge faced by university students in securing relevant, paid work experience alongside their studies (Wright et al., 2025). Despite the expansion of the freelance economy, many students are still excluded from these opportunities due to limited access, lack of professional networks and low confidence in promoting their skills (Yates & Hirsh, 2024). This issue is particularly relevant within smaller university campuses, such as UWTSD Carmarthen, where local opportunities may be more limited compared to urban institutions (Culliney, 2017). As a result, students may graduate without sufficient practical experience that employers and entry job roles now expect. 
In context of UWTSD Carmarthen, there is a careers service that provides students help with finding long-term opportunities and skill building, such as a prep, CV building and assessment practice (UWTSD, 2026). However, a platform that focuses on connecting students to paid freelance work could be a necessary addition to campus services. 
[bookmark: _Int_Qy0cLXu1]Small local businesses often require flexible and affordable support but may lack awareness of student talent or access to structured recruitment channels (Perkins & Durkin, 2025). This creates a disconnect between student capability and business need. Existing freelance platforms such as Fiverr and Upwork, are global and highly competitive platforms (Fiverr, 2026 & Upwork, 2026), making it difficult for inexperienced students to secure work. This highlights a gap for a more localised, supportive model tailored specifically to students within a university environment. 
[bookmark: _Int_XQ907OMD]The concept of a social enterprise offers a potential solution by combining social impact with financial sustainability (Ng & Lukeš, 2025). A university-based model could provide students with accessible freelance opportunities while supporting local businesses, creating mutual value. This could also be applied to multiple university courses at UWTSD and support the preparation of job applications. 
[bookmark: _Int_JY6s38Be]This research shows a gap in both local businesses and university students seeking paid experience work. By investigating the demand among students and the viability from a business perspective within the Carmarthen campus, the research will measure the success of implementation. The findings may also offer insight into whether the model could be expanded to other campuses within the university in the future. 




Research Aims and Objectives:
To aim of this study is to assess the potential demand and viability of a university-based social enterprise that connects students to freelance work opportunities. This research focuses on students at UWTSD Carmarthen and local businesses in the Carmarthen area to evaluate the feasibility and potential implementation of this model. 
[bookmark: _Int_qGdF7dLn]To achieve this aim, the study will pursue the following objectives:
(1) To evaluate student interest in engaging with freelance work opportunities. 
(2) [bookmark: _Int_Sm1YfBMX]To identify key motivations and barriers influencing student participation. 
(3) [bookmark: _Int_sebgnR1I]To explore small business perceptions of hiring student freelancers. 
(4) To assess the overall feasibility of implementing this model within a university setting. 












Literature Review:
Graduate Employability:
[bookmark: _Int_QWgxp0bT]Employability has become a central focus within higher education, with increasing emphasis placed on students developing practical skills alongside academic knowledge. Employability is commonly defined as a graduate's ability to gain and sustain employment, incorporates skills, experience, and personal attributes (Gedye & Beaumont, 2018). Research suggests that students themselves view employability as linked to gaining real-world experience, highlighting a gap between rhetorical learning and practical application (Flanagan, 2024). This aligns with human capital theory, which suggests that individuals increase their value in the labour market through development of skills and experience (Marginson, 2015). 
Importance of Experience:
Studies show that participation in work-based learning, extracurricular activities and paid employment significantly improves graduate outcomes (Jackson & Tomlinson, 2022). Similarly, research suggests that employers place the same value on experience as they do academic study (Jackson, 2020). This suggests that students who engage in applied learning opportunities are better positioned within competitive job markets. Furthermore, paid work opportunities are particularly beneficial against unpaid, as they allow students to apply academic knowledge while developing transferable skills such as communication, problem solving and time management (Hunt & Scott, 2020). 
Student Barriers to Freelance Work:
In parallel, the growth of the gig economy has created new opportunities for flexible, skills-based work. Digital freelance platforms enable individuals to access short-term projects; however, research indicates that success within these platforms is often dependent on prior experience and reputation (Herrmann et al., 2023). This presents a barrier for students, who may lack the experience required to compete effectively. This shows that while freelance work has potential to support employability, access to these opportunities remains unequal. 
University of Sheffield Case Study:
[bookmark: _Int_xvi5Lc5y]Universities have introduced initiatives to help this issue, offering employer engagement events and structured placement programmes. Evidence suggests that these initiatives can improve students’ confidence, career clarity and social capacity by connecting them with industry professionals opportunities (Mason et al., 2022). An example of this is the University of Sheffield Freelancers Guild, a university run initiative that promotes student freelancers to local opportunities and helps students build a portfolio of skills (University of Sheffield, 2026). 

Methodology:
This study adopts a mixed-method approach to investigate the potential demand and viability of a university-based social enterprise at UWTSD Carmarthen that connects students with freelance work opportunities at local businesses. A mixed-method design was selected because the research aims to explore both measurable levels of demand and the subjective perceptions surrounding implementation. This reflects the pragmatic value of combining qualitative and quantitative approaches to achieve a more comprehensive understanding (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004) of employability-related issues within higher education. 
The quantitive element is underpinned by positivist philosophy, which assumes that social behaviour can be objectively measured through observable patterns and statistical trends. Positivism is appropriate as the research seeks to quantify student interest, willingness to participate and perceived barriers to freelance work using structured numerical data (Park et al., 2019). This aligns with objectivist epistemology, where knowledge is generated through measurable evidence and systematic analysis (Creswell, 2018). A cross-sectional survey design will therefore be used to collect data from students at a single point in time (Li et al., 2018). The survey will be distributed through university communication channels using a purposive sampling strategy, targeting students who are most likely to engage in freelance work opportunities, such as those studying creative, media, marketing, digital-related courses. This method was selected to ensure reposes are relevant to the research aim rather than entirely random (Stratton, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Int_LlsZy8gr]The qualitative element is guided by interpretivism, recognising that perceptions of student freelancers are socially constructed and shaped through personal experiences. This reflects a subjectivist perspective, where reality is understood through individual meaning rather than objective measurement. An inductive approach will therefore be adopted through a focus group involving local businesses within the Carmarthen area. Rather than testing predefined assumptions, the discussion will allow patterns and concerns to emerge naturally from participant experiences (Stevens, 2024). 
Focus group data will be analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-stage thematic process. This involves familiarisation with the data through repeated reading of transcripts, generating unreal codes, searching for patterns across responses, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and finally producing analysis. Particular emphasis will be placed on the third stage, where recurring ideas and coded responses are grouped into broader conceptual themes. For example, codes relating to “trust”, “professionalism” or “affordability” may be clustered into wider themes linked to business confidence into student freelancers. This stage is essential in identifying meaningful patterns and developing deeper interpretations of feasibility of the proposed model. Thematic analysis was selected due to its flexibility and sustainability for identifying shared experiences within qualitative research (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
The study is informed by both ontological and epistemological considerations. Ontologically, it acknowledges that aspects of reality are measurable, such as levels of student demand, while also recognising that business perceptions and employability experiences are socially constructed, based on Bergers and Luckmann’s research (Dreher, 2023). Epistemologically, knowledge is therefore generated through both objective statistical evidence and subjective lived experiences, supporting the appropriateness of a mixed-method design based on Guba and Lincoln’s research paradigms (Lincoln & Guba, 1994).

















Ethical Considerations:
This study will adhere to ethical guidelines set by the UWTSD (UWTSD, 2026), with an ethics form completed prior to data collection. Participation will be voluntary, with informed consent obtained from all participants and the right to withdraw at any time. Student survey responses will remain fully anonymous, with no identifiable data collected. 
Due to the nature of focus groups, full anonymity cannot be guaranteed, as participants are part of a group discussion. However, confidentiality will be maintained, and any sensitive information shared will be anonymised during transcriptions and reporting. Focus group sessions will be recorded and transcribed using the university’s secure data systems, ensuring data protection. Survey data will also be securely stored and processed, including its conversion into visual representations such as graphs. 
In some cases, communication with local businesses may require the use of a personal email address due to external mailing systems; however, all data will still be handled in accordance with ethical standards and confidentiality requirements. 











Expected Outcomes:
It is expected that the findings will show a high level of student interest in engaging with a university-based social enterprise that provides access to freelance work opportunities. This is likely to indicate strong perceived demand, particularly among students seeking practical experience and paid work alongside their studies. From the business perspective, it is anticipated that small local businesses will be open to the idea of engaging student freelancers; however, they may express a level of caution regarding implementation. 
Key barriers are expected to include concerns around trust, time commitment and perceived quality of student output. Businesses may question reliability and consistency, while students may highlight time constraints and lack of experience as limiting factors. 
The results of these findings could support improvements in student employability by increasing access to real-world experience. Additionally, the model could benefit the local economy by providing businesses with affordable support and develop on the relationship between local businesses and the university, informing more university led Initiatives in the future. 











Limitations:
This study is limited by a relatively small sample size, which may reduce the reliability of the findings and limit their generalisability to the wider student and business population. The use of purposive sampling for the student survey may also introduce sampling bias due to the focus on creative students. Time constraints further restrict a larger and more diverse focus group. Additionally, focus group data may be influenced by group bias, where participants’ responses are shaped by others in the discussion, potentially affecting the authenticity of individual opinions. These limitations may impact the external validity of the study, meaning findings should be interpreted as indicative rather than fully generalisable. Despite this, the research still provides useful exploratory insight into demand and viability within the context of the study. 














Timescale:
The project is expected to take place over the researcher's final academic year (October- May) as a dissertation. This eight-month period allows sufficient time for planning, data collection, analysis and evaluation. Table 1 shows each stage of the research process on an eight-month scale. 
	Research Activity 
	Oct
	Nov
	Dec
	Jan
	Feb
	Mar
	Apr
	May

	Proposal development and literature review
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Design survey and engage with focus group participants
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Data collection (surveys)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Focus group data collection 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Data analysis and thematic analysis
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Final write-up and evaluation
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Red = Hard deadline, Green = Soft Deadline (Table 1)
[bookmark: _Int_5im9Pn03][bookmark: _Int_hzkWxik0][bookmark: _Int_pXJeAw4S]This timescale is reasonable for a small-scale mixed-method research project. The phased structure allows adequate time for participants to respond to surveys, for the researcher to contact appropriate local business owners/managers and to arrange focus group sessions. The Gantt Chart also allows the research and dissertation to be completed in a timely and academic manner.
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