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Abstract

This brief reviews the literature on the finances of platform workers in India and around
the world. Several studies have found that workers take up platform work for the
flexibility offered by platforms and the promise of a high income. However, in practice,
platform workers experience significant volatility in income from month to
month. Studies have found that workers are often unable to use savings and risk
protection instruments that may otherwise be available. In addition, the credit products
available to workers are often unsuitable for their needs and income patterns. We find
that there are gaps in the literature with respect to the extent of income volatility that gig
workers experience over a year. We also find that there is a need to examine how the
needs of households dependent on gig work are different from those of other low-income
households.
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Literature Review: Finances of Platform Workers in India

1. Introduction

Like many developing countries, India has a large informal workforce (Ministry of Statistics
and Programme Implementation, 2020). Working in the informal sector or in low-paying
employment is associated with less access to formal social protection measures, lower
incomes overall and increased reliance on negative coping strategies in case of financial
shocks (Kumar & Kumar, 2021). Platform workers are a unique subset of informal sector
workers. Workers on platforms such as Uber, Swiggy or UrbanCompany receive a payment for
each task completed. The resources for the task, such as a vehicle to make deliveries or
equipment for beauty treatments, are provided by the workers and not the platforms
(Woodcock & Graham, 2020). While being on the platform can provide a degree of certainty
to workers in terms of access to work (Surie, 2020), it can also mean unpredictability of income
and work timings (Parthasarathy et al., 2020). This unpredictability is likely to impact how
platform workers plan their finances, including savings, insurance and expenses such as loan
repayments.

In this literature review, we aim to provide an overview of the literature on platform workers’
finances, in terms of income from platform work, the types of savings instruments used, and
the social protection measures accessed. Given that many platform workers also qualify as
low-income, we have also attempted to provide an overview of some in-depth studies of the
finances of low-income households.

2. Gig Work Generally

The defining characteristic of the platform economy is a series of short-term contracts
mediated by an online “platform” (Woodcock & Graham, 2020). The Code on Social Security,
2020 defines platform work as “a work arrangement outside of a traditional employer-
employee relationship in which organisations or individuals use an online platform to access
other organisations or individuals to solve specific problems or to provide specific services or
any such other activities which may be notified by the Central Government, in exchange for
payment” (S. 2(66)). Algorithms are a key part of this relationship —the platform uses
algorithms to match workers with clients, to establish trust by crowdsourced ratings and to
determine payment structures (Vallas & Schor, 2020).

Platform work is broadly of three kinds — crowd work, comprising micro-tasks done remotely,
such as Amazon’s MTurk; on-demand work, comprising tasks performed within a specified
geographical limit, such as ride-sharing on Uber or food delivery on Swiggy; and asset-based
sharing, such as the service offered by Airbnb (Dazzi, 2019; Ravenelle, 2019).

For this review, unless otherwise specified, “platform worker” refers to a worker in the on-
demand economy, who provides services within a geographical region. These workers
typically have incomes of around Rs. 15,000 per month (Flourish Ventures, 2020) .

3. Working Conditions and Features of Platform Work

3.1. Flexibility, Algorithmic Management and Ratings

As noted above, platforms allow workers, who are treated as independent contractors, to use
a platform to provide services or tasks for clients (Woodcock & Graham, 2020). Algorithmic
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management is a key feature of platforms — algorithms determine the allocation of jobs and
the availability of payments (Woodcock & Graham, 2020). In effect, this means that payment
structures are opaque, and workers exercise little control over their work and incomes (Berger
et al.,, 2019; Choudary, 2018; Ravenelle, 2019; Vallas & Schor, 2020; Wood et al., 2019;
Woodcock & Graham, 2020). For instance, workers receive ‘star ratings’ by customers. These
star ratings can often be arbitrary. Failing to meet a minimum star rating can lead to the
worker being penalised or blocked from the platform (Behera et al., 2019; Heeks et al., 2020;
van Doorn, 2021).

The flexibility promised by the platforms is an important motivation for taking up gig work,
particularly for those who treat platform work as a part-time job (Broughton et al., 2018;
Ravenelle, 2019). In a study by (Berger et al., 2019), 84% of respondents reported that they
valued flexibility over other employment benefits. In practice, however, the promise of
flexibility in platform work may be illusory. Workers report having to remain on the platform
for a significant part of the day to access jobs and meet the required star ratings (Ravenelle,
2019; Woodcock & Graham, 2020). Moreover, workers are paid by task and may find
themselves waiting unpaid for future tasks to be assigned (Huws et al., 2017). Further, workers
on Indian ride-sharing and food delivery platforms report having to work long hours for
incentives to be credited (Behera et al., 2019; Khatoon et al., 2019). Indeed, (Medappa et al.,
2020) note that Swiggy, a food delivery platform, requires a minimum log in time of ten hours
per day.

The relationship between platform work and other types of work is complex. (van Doorn,
2021) criticises platform work as leading to “selective formalisation” of employment —
workers take on some aspects of formal work, such as a standardised set of contracts and
limited negotiation, while also bearing the risks that informal workers take on. Scholars in the
Global North have criticised this as leading to increased precarity in employment (Heeks et
al., 2020; Standing, 2015; The Fairwork Project, 2020). In India, however, the impact may be
uncertain. (Surie, 2017) argues that in the context of India’s vast informal economy, the
limited formalisation by a platform may, in fact, provide a minimum guarantee of income and
work. In addition, the requirement of use of formal financial services for this is also supported
by (IWWAGE et al., 2020), who found that women on the platform UrbanCompany were by
and large satisfied with the employment and work from the platform. Indeed, platform work
has few barriers to entry and is not limited by prior social networks and membership of a
community. This means that those from previously disadvantaged groups can now participate
in gig work (Prabhat et al., 2019). However, (Sharma, 2019) argues that drivers are vulnerable
to extreme changes in policy and changes in fare based on the specific algorithm, and that in
the end, both customers and the drivers bear far more risk than the aggregator. In other
words, the promise of formalisation by the platform is unfulfilled.

3.2. Income

Estimates of earnings from platform work vary widely. In their study of ride-hailing drivers in
2016, (Surie & Koduganti, 2016) reported that drivers reported earning up to Rs. 80,000 per
month after joining the ride-hailing platform. (Flourish Ventures, 2020) reported that 50% of
workers earned more than Rs. 25,000 per month before the lockdown. By contrast, a study
conducted in 2020 (Medappa et al., 2020) found that workers often earned less than Rs.
10,000 per month after accounting for expenses. Similarly, the report by (Boston Consulting
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Group, 2020) found that 78% of platform workers earned less than Rs. 20,000 per month. The
average income in Boston Consulting Group’s sample was Rs. 16,000.

A significant concern with respect to platform work is the gap between potential earnings and
earnings in practice. Since platform workers are formally classified as independent
contractors in many jurisdictions, platforms have no obligation to pay them a minimum wage
(A. P. Kumar, 2019; Stanier, 2019). A representative survey of UK-based workers by the (UK
Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, 2018) found that 25% of workers
earned less than the UK minimum wage of GBP 7.50 per hour. Further, in the early years of
the platform economy, workers were encouraged to take up platform work with large
incentives for each task. (Choudary, 2018) reasons that as the initial funding for platforms ran
out, a greater share of the costs was passed to the consumer or the worker. Thus, while (Surie
& Koduganti, 2016) report that drivers had incomes as high as Rs. 1 lakh per month in the
early years of Ola and Uber, this amount has steadily dropped. Several studies have pointed
out that the longer that workers are on a platform, the more incentives and the earning
potential of a worker drop (Behera et al., 2019; Heeks et al., 2020; Khatoon et al., 2019;
Parthasarathy et al., 2020; van Doorn, 2021).

Further, platform work is characterised by volatility in income (UNCDF Centre for Financial
Health, 2020). (Peetz & Robson, 2021) found that 15% of the workers in their sample of
Canadian gig workers reported that their income varied “uncontrollably” from month to
month, and a further 36% reported that the variations in income were manageable. The
volatility in income was seen as an acceptable trade-off in the sample interviewed by
(IWWAGE et al., 2020).

Finally, although there is some earning potential for workers in the platform economy, there
are also significant costs, such as petrol, vehicles, smartphones and, for crowd workers,
broadband internet (Anwar & Graham, 2020; Khatoon et al., 2019; Rugaber, 2018). Workers
are also required to continue to pay commissions to the platform for work received (Kalleberg
& Dunn, 2016; Khatoon et al., 2019).

In assessing incomes earned by platform workers, many studies distinguish between those
who view platform work as primary income and those for whom platform work is strictly a
“side-hustle” or secondary income source. Indeed, many platforms themselves view the
income earned from gig work as ‘pin money’ or additional income, and therefore outside the
scope of traditional responsibilities for employers (Berg, 2016; Berg et al., 2018).2 Many of the
surveys reviewed did indeed find that workers perceived platform work as a side hustle.
(Balaram et al., 2017) found that over 80% of platform workers surveyed work fewer than 16
hours a week, indicating that this is a “side gig” for many workers.

Meanwhile, only 22% of women gig workers surveyed by (Hyperwallet, 2017) were wholly
dependent on platform work. Likewise, (Forde et al., 2017) found that a quarter of the sample
surveyed were fully dependent on platform work. However, studies of other geographies
present a different picture. In two studies by TISS, workers reported that they were expected
to be available on the platform for much of the day to earn incentives (Behera et al., 2019;
Khatoon et al., 2019). Ride-hailing drivers, who require a greater investment in the vehicle
and licensing requirements, are often dependent on platform work (Budiman et al.,

2 See also, (Zelizer, 2017). Zelizer argues that money can have different meanings in different social
contexts.
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2020)(Ravenelle, 2019). Crucially, (Forde et al., 2017) reported that those who are completely
dependent on platform work are, on average, worse off than part-time workers in terms of
income volatility.

3.3. Gender

By and large, men are overrepresented in the samples studied (Balaram et al., 2017; Behera
et al., 2019; Forde et al., 2017; Prabhat et al., 2019). Some reasons for the lower participation
of women in the platform economy include the perception of lack of safety in jobs such as
ride-sharing (Huet, 2015; Kasliwal, 2020) and societal norms about women’s use of mobile
phones (Barboni et al., 2018; Sonne, 2021) and participation in the workforce (A. Deshpande,
2019).

That said, women who participate in the platform economy do list flexibility as a reason for
taking up platform work (IWWAGE et al., 2020; Raval & Pal, 2019). In their study of beauty
workers, (IWWAGE et al., 2020) note that women prefer the possibility of upward mobility
and perhaps even owning their own salon to working as an employee of a beauty parlour.
However, this preference may also be because women bear a greater share of caregiving
duties at home (Hunt & Samman, 2019). For instance, 70% of the women in (Hyperwallet,
2017)’s sample were the primary caregivers in their households.

4. Finances of Platform Workers

4.1. Savings and Risk Protection

As with other segments of the informal economy, there is a need for platform workers to have
access to suitable savings instruments. The volatility and unpredictability of income from gig
work may limit workers’ ability to plan their savings (Morduch & Schneider, 2017; Peetz &
Robson, 2021). In a survey of Chinese and Malaysian workers, 21% of workers reported never
having any money leftover after paying for essentials. A further 42% had no savings in some
months (UNCDF Centre for Financial Health, 2020). The same study found that 84% of
workers had a savings account, but only 24% had access to insurance, and only 3.5% had
invested in a pension product. Meanwhile, (R. Deshpande, 2020) notes that workers often
expressed a preference for automatic savings instruments to build up savings as well as
medical insurance.

4.2. Credit

Several commentators have noted that workers took on loans to purchase vehicles or other
assets for gig economy work (Lalvani & Seetharaman, 2020; Medappa et al., 2020; Surie &
Koduganti, 2016). These loans were taken out with the expectation of higher earnings.
Commentators have called for a greater set of suitable credit products to be offered to
platform workers, including working capital loans and more flexible repayment schedules (R.
Deshpande, 2020; Kibe, 2020).

However, access to credit among platform workers remains poor. A survey of 600 platform
workers in India found that even though platform workers want to save and have access to
credit, 20% of the respondents relied on their friends and family, and 8% of them relied on
moneylenders for their credit needs. Meanwhile, 40% of the respondents had a credit score
between 300-400, which may discourage formal credit providers from lending to them (Shah,
2020). One concern is that it may leave platform workers vulnerable to online instant credit
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apps that provide small-ticket loans at very high-interest rates. These apps require very basic
information, no submission of extensive documents and the credit is directly deposited in the
borrower’s account (Alliance for Financial Inclusion., 2017; Ramanathan, 2021). Such products
are mistargeted towards consumers with low financial literary and less financial information
but high requirement for credit in the short term (Ownes, 2018). In the absence of suitable
credit options, platform workers may be vulnerable to predatory lenders.

4.3. Social Protections

The results of these surveys must be seen in the light of platform workers’ access to social
protection. Platform workers are classified along with other informal workers in the Code on
Social Security, 2020. Commentators have criticised the limited availability of benefits to
platform workers under the existing legislation (Mehrotra & Sarkar, 2021).

However, the nature of platform work and the extent of informality in the economy may
impact how workers perceive the duty to provide social protections. (Lei, 2020) and (Surie &
Koduganti, 2016) find that workers did not expect social protection benefits in their sample
of workers. Instead, workers relied on the expectation of higher income and their own ability
to save as a form of social protection. In recent years, however, there have been demands
from platform workers to receive greater social protections from the platforms (Fairwork,
2019; Parthasarathy et al., 2020; Uber BV & Ors v Aslam & Ors [2021] UKSC 5, 2021)

4.4. Financial Diaries Studies : Point of Comparison?

One limitation of these surveys of platform workers is that they do not capture the nature of
income volatility over a year, or the reasons why platform workers may choose one mode of
savings over another. Several researchers have carried out financial diaries studies, in which
they map the transactions within a household at a high frequency over a period of time.

The financial diaries reviewed here are:

e (Collins et al., 2009): This study comprised year-long diaries of 300 low-income
households in Bangladesh, South Africa and India between 1999 and 2005. The
researchers carried out a series of interviews at 15-day intervals. (Collins et al., 2009)
found that health expenditures could significantly set households back. Further, the
incomes earned by households were both low and uncertain, and the pattern of
savings by households did not necessarily match the pattern of expenditure. In the
course of their interviews, the researchers found that households relied on methods
such as ROSCAs or taking on credit to purchase assets as a means of saving. The
authors also note a need to provide structure and reliability to income sources for
low-income households as a first step to better money management.

e (Prathap & Khaitan, 2016): This was structured asa series of detailed monthly
interviews with 400 rural panel households in Krishnagiri for a year. The survey found
that there was a high level of volatility of income and food expenditure. The median
income per month was Rs. 12,000, with a coefficient of variation of monthly income
at about 0.48. This translated to a variation +/- 45% each month. Households also
reported a high level of volatility in expenditure for food (coefficient of variation of
0.45) and non-food expenditure (1.64 for medical expenses, 1.51 for celebrations).
The authors argue that the high-income volatility of households might affect their
ability to repay loans, even if their average income indicated that they were capable
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of repayment. Pertinently, the authors found that one in five households had taken
on an unaffordable level of debt and were likely to have sacrificed essential
expenditure to service this debt. In response to financial shocks, households relied
on both positive and negative coping mechanisms — between 15 and 30% of
borrowers with low repayment capacity relied on new loans to repay older loans.

e (Morduch & Schneider, 2017): This was a diaries study of 235 low-income households
in five states of the United States of America. They found that many households
reported being in precarious work and experienced considerable variation in income
based on factors such as how many hours of work were assigned, the time of year
and, in one case, whether the local football team played home or away games that
year. The authors also found that households often had a mismatch between the
income earned and their expenditure needs. Additionally, spikes in income, such as
with tax refunds at the end of the financial year, helped families manage occasional
spikes in expenditure. Crucially, the authors identify the changing nature of work,
particularly the decline of jobs in manufacturing and the increase in temporary and
precarious work, as a reason for American households’ financial instability. In
addition, volatility in income and the lack of stable and regular income can affect
households’ ability to use various savings instruments.

e (Biosca et al., 2020) studied 45 low- to moderate-income individuals with restricted
access to the mainstream, formal financial instruments, in Glasgow, UK. Their
study analysed high-frequency financial diaries transaction data, including field notes
and subjective rationales, conducted over six months. The study showed that
households must often rely on formal and informal networks in order to smooth
consumption. On average, households in the sample conducted a finance-related
transaction each day—72% of these transactions related to credit. Nearly half the
sample stated that they would rely on friends and family to cope with urgent financial
needs, but only 9% stated that their savings would cover the expenditure. For savings,
diarists relied on RoSCAs, as a means of savings and easy liquidity.

e (Dasgupta, 2021): High-frequency surveys (every 15 days) were conducted for 212
slum-dwelling households in Chennai from February 2019 to February 2020. The
households were asked the same set of questions each fortnight, on expenses,
income, major shocks and new employment within the household. Many of the
households were wage employment, self-employment or employed in retail or
construction services. Although 97% of households in the sample had a Jan Dhan bank
account, 80% of these accounts had zero balance. Instead, many households used chit
funds for savings. Households also borrowed from informal moneylenders, citing ease
of access and proximity — of the 766 loans taken during the study period, two-thirds
were from informal sources.

e Hrishipara Daily Diaries (Shohoz Shonchoy, 2015): This is an ongoing project, in which
60 households in Bangladesh record their financial transactions on a daily basis. The
researchers found that the diarists experienced significant volatility in income, based
on factors such as seasons (for farmers) or specific events in the year such as the
Bangladeshi New Year (for shopkeepers etc.). The participants also relied on
strategies such as borrowing from Micro Finance Institutions (MFls) throughout the
year (Rutherford & Kalimuddin, 2016). The two largest categories of expenditures of
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the households have been found to be financial outflows (i.e., savings and loan
repayments) and business expenditures (Rutherford, 2016). Another important
finding from the Hrishipara diaries is the use of mobile and digital financial services
(DFS). As of 2017, only 15 of the 60 diarists owned smartphones. Accordingly, the
researchers concluded that DFS only played a limited role in the financial lives of the
diarists (Global Development Institute, 2017).

e (Microsave Consulting & Low-Income Financial Transformation, 2020): This is an
ongoing study that records daily transactions of 100+ “corner shops,” or small
neighbourhood businesses, in Uganda, Nigeria, Zimbabwe, Senegal, India, Indonesia,
and Bangladesh. The data are collected in diaries maintained by the owners of these
shops and include income, business expenses, casual expenses, savings deposited,
savings withdrawn, and credit taken or repaid. The project found that the incomes of
low-income households are subject to a number of factors, including precarious
supply chains and government policies (Chatterjee & van Swinderen, 2021).

5. COVID-19 and Gig work

Like many other segments of workers, platform workers have been significantly impacted by
COVID-19. (Flourish Ventures, 2020) reported that 87% of platform workers earned less than
Rs 15,000 per month after the COVID-19 pandemic hit. By contrast, only 1 in 10 reported
earnings of less than Rs. 15,000 per month before COVID-19. Workers were required to bear
the increased costs of compliance with COVID-19 safety measures, even as earnings dipped
during the lockdown (Lalvani & Seetharaman, 2020; Nair, 2020; Shipra & Behra, 2020).
Meanwhile, platforms themselves provided little support to workers — (The Fairwork Project,
2020) found that none of the platforms studied had increased incentives to workers, and only
few had provided limited health coverage. On the other hand, many platforms had attempted
to reassure customers by sharing workers’ personal information, such as body temperature
or whether they had downloaded India’s Aarogya Setu app. Some emergency assistance was
offered to platform workers by platforms such as Ola and Urbanclap (Ola Mobility Institute,
2020).

The Corner Shop Diaries project (Microsave Consulting & Low-Income Financial
Transformation, 2020) managed to gain some insights on low-income households (though not
specifically those in the gig economy) during the COVID-19 lockdown. The project found that
many small businesses had increased their uptake of digital financial products but had also
become more risk-averse during the pandemic. In addition, women owners of corner shops
faced a few unique challenges with respect (Chatterjee et al., 2021).

6. Discussion

Platform workers form a distinct category of workers. They bear significant risks and expenses
associated with their work. Meanwhile, the availability and access to work are mediated by
the platforms for which they work. This leaves them open to income volatility and the risk of
financial shock. Many recent studies have highlighted that platform workers face considerable
uncertainty in their income and are subject to opaque and arbitrary rules with respect to
compensation and incentives.

Meanwhile, several studies have found that low-income households often have uncertain and
irregular income throughout the year, while also facing several financial shocks. Low-income
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households cope with these shocks through various coping mechanisms, involving both
formal and informal financial sources.

There appears to be a gap in the literature with respect to how platform workers from low-
income households plan their finances over a year. In particular, we find a gap with respect to
how the status of workers as platform workers in the on-demand economy influences their
financial lives in ways that are different from other low-income households. This is important
to understand, as it has a bearing on the types of social security measures and financial
products that are appropriate to workers in the platform economy.

A particularly interesting gap in the literature pertains to the nature of income volatility that
platform workers experience. We see that the literature highlights volatility at different levels
—on a short-term, day-to-day basis as the platform determines the allocation of work; on a
month-to-month basis as external factors such as the various lockdowns in different cities
were imposed, and on a long-term basis as the algorithm modifies work and incentives. This
needs to be explored further.

We also note that the impact of COVID-19 cannot be separated from the overall picture of the
financial lives of platform workers. At the time of writing, India is emerging from the second
wave of COVID-19 and slowly returning to normalcy. Although a number of rapid assessment
surveys were carried out in 2020, there is still a great deal of uncertainty on the continuing
impact of COVID-19 today.

To understand the financial lives of platform workers, it is first necessary to study the types of
risk that workers are subject to in their everyday lives. There is wide variation in the conditions
offered by each platform to their workers in terms of working conditions, incentives, pay
structures and commissions. The risk taken on by workers impacts their ability to save, their
view of planning and their vulnerability to financial shocks of various kinds. Closely related to
the question of risk is that of the expenses in running the business. We hope to investigate
this through our research.
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Annexure 1: Income of Gig Workers in Comparison with Other Urban
low-income Households

According to Flourish’s India Spotlight survey of platform workers, 90% of platform workers
used to earn more than Rs. 15,000 before COVID-19, but post outbreak, 90% of platform
workers were earning less than Rs. 15,000 (Flourish Ventures, 2020). This is an indication of
the extent of income fluctuations gig workers experience due to shocks.

It is important to put these income fluctuations into perspective by checking where their
incomes feature among the incomes of urban households in general, during normal times as
well as during shocks. To do this, we compared the incomes reported by Flourish’s
respondents during the months of March and August in 2020, with the incomes reported by
CMIE-CPHS’ respondent households from urban areas during corresponding months.

The following table shows the range of income of urban households falling in different income
deciles (as per the CMIE-CPHS data), along with the percentage of gig workers who report
income in that range (as per Flourish’s survey data). Before the pandemic, in March 2020,
most gig workers found themselves in the intermediate or top income deciles, but a prolonged
shock in the form of COVID-19 had pushed most of them to the bottom-most deciles by August
2020.

While the gig worker households may not fall under households typically defined as low-
income during periods of normalcy, such a drastic move from top to bottom in the face of
shocks nevertheless points to their vulnerability to fall into poverty. In the absence of
substantial savings corpuses, such fluctuations can make even their day-to-day sustenance
difficult. This explains why an overwhelming number of respondents in the Flourish survey
were more worried about their ability to work, earn, and afford basic necessities, than about
pandemic related health concerns.
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Mar-20
Income Monthly Household Percentage of gig
Deciles Income (in Rupees) workers earning
(UrI;z;ry;—le Minimum | Maximum I&:::;i;?:ggs
Survey)
Decile 1 0 6,710 2%
Decile 2 6,715 9,150
Decile 3 9,155 11,500 8%
Decile 4 11,505 13,950
Decile 5 13,960 16,000 17%
Decile 6 16,002 19,170
Decile 7 19,175 23,264 23%
Decile 8 23,270 30,180 50%
Decile 9 30,183 42,235
Decile 10 42,240 10,20,150
Aug-20
Income Monthly Household Percentage of gig
Deciles Income (in Rupees) workers earning in
rban HH th ran
Lo 5 i | s | (5 25
Survey)
Decile 1 0 8,300 66%
Decile 2 8,309 10,846
Decile 3 10,850 13,000 21%
Decile 4 13,002 15,000
Decile 5 15,006 17,100 7%
Decile 6 17,105 20,000
Decile 7 20,008 25,000 3%
Decile 8 25,010 32,000 2%
Decile 9 32,003 43,150

Decile 10 43,160 5,05,300
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Annexure 2: Overview of Primary Research Reviewed

S. No.

1.

E

Methodology

Case study

Ethnography

Citation

(Kibe, 2020)

(Parthasarathy

et al., 2020)

(van Doorn,
2021)

(Lei, 2020)

(Medappa et
al., 2020)

(Prabhat et al.,

2019)

Geography

Nairobi,
Kenya

India

Berlin,
Germany
and New
York, United
States

China

Bangalore,
Hyderabad,
and Kanpur,
India

Metropolitan
cities in India

Sample

Case study of ride-hailing driver

Case studies in the context of
wider Fairwork report. Workers
on Uber and Zomato.

Case study of Helpling worker in
Berlin and Handy worker in New
York

68 in-depth interviews +
ethnographic data of Chinese
gig workers.

200 male, platform-dependent
drivers and food delivery
workers.

n=133 Uber drivers in metros in
India

Key Findings

The loan product offered was unsuitable
and did not match the income-earning
schedule of platform workers.

Few opportunities to raise concerns on
payment or incentive structures.

Platform work leads to ‘selective
formalisation’ — it has some features of
formalisation. However, for the most part,
risks are transferred to the worker.

Workers had a lower expectation of social
protection in the gig economy.

In practice, workers have limited ability to
make use of the flexibility promised by
platforms.

Lower entry barriers for workers to start
work on platforms — workers are not limited
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10.

11.

(Raval & Pal,
2019)

(Ravenelle,
2019)

(Surie &
Koduganti,
2016)

(Surie, 2020)

(Biosca et al.,
2020)

Financial Diaries

Bangalore

United
States

Bangalore,
India

Bangalore,
India

Scotland,
United
Kingdom

12 semi-structured interviews
of Househelp Beauty Workers

80 workers from Airbnb, Uber,
TaskRabbit, and Kitchensurfing

In-depth, qualitative
interviews of 45 platform
economy drivers driving on
Uber or Ola cabs platforms.

In-depth, semi-

structured interviews

with 25 people working on
Urban Company

and Housejoy platforms in
carpentry, electrical work and
plumbing, collected in
Bengaluru in 2017-18

The study analysed high-
frequency financial diaries
transaction data for six months

if they do not belong to a prior community
network etc.

Househelp, seen as a temporary occupation
and workers aspired to use it as a stepping
stone for professional advancement.

Opaque payment structures for many
workers. Ravenelle classifies workers into
Success Stories, Strugglers and Strivers
based on the level of engagement with the
platform economy.

In the period studied, the presence of the
platform allowed drivers to enter the ride-
sharing space and accumulate wealth

The presence of a platform can provide a
degree of formalisation to work done by
those formerly in unorganised employment.

Low-income households often rely on
informal savings instruments such as
ROSCAs. Households also value flexibility in
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12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

(Collins et al.,
2009)

(Chatterjee et
al., 2021;
Chatterjee &

van Swinderen,

2021;
Microsave
Consulting &
Low-Income
Financial

Transformation,

2020)

(Dasgupta,
2021)

(Morduch &
Schneider,
2017)

(Prathap &

Khaitan, 2016)

(Rutherford,
2016;
Rutherford &
Kalimuddin,

Bangladesh,
South Africa
and India

Uganda,
Nigeria,
Zimbabwe,
Senegal,
India,
Indonesia,
and
Bangladesh

Chennai,
India

United
States

Krishnagiri,
India

Hrishipara,
Bangladesh

Interviews and survey of 300
poor households every 15 days
for 1 year

Daily transactions of 100+
corner shops recorded.

212 slum-dwelling households
in Chennai were interviewed
every 15 days.

High-frequency surveys and
qualitative interviews of 235
households.

Monthly surveys of 400 MFI
customers.

Daily diaries maintained by 60
households in Bangladesh.

financial instruments. Financial shocks can

often set households back significantly.
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18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

In-Depth
Interviews

2016; Shohoz
Shonchoy,
2015)

(Anwar &
Graham, 2020)

(Behera et al.,
2019)

(Broughton et
al., 2018)

(Budiman et al.,
2020)

(Deshpande,
2020)

South Africa,
Kenya,
Nigeria,
Ghana and
Uganda

Delhi NCR,
India

United
Kingdom

Jakarta,
Indonesia

Nairobi,
Kenya

In-depth interviews with 65
remote workers on Upwork

158 food delivery workers.

Qualitative research based on
150 telephone and face-to-face
interviews with individuals
working in the gig economy

Interviews with 6 ride hailing
drivers

Interviews with 8 platforms and
30 workers

Platform workers’ background (education,
prior income etc.) have a bearing on their
ability to access work through various
platforms.

Many of those who took up gig work owned
the assets necessary (smartphone, vehicle).
Of those who took out loans to purchase
these assets, most relied on informal
sources.

The flexibility offered by platforms is most
favourable to those who treat it as a part-
time gig.

In this sample, all drivers were dependent
on ride-hailing as their sole source of
income. They also engaged regularly with
digital financial services

Preference for savings instrument and
medical insurance expressed. Workers also
suggested working capital loans
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23.

24,

25.

26.

(Dunn, 2020)

(IWWAGE et al.,

2020)

(Khatoon et al.,

2019)

(Wood et al.,
2019)

United
States

Delhi and
Mumbai,
India

Hyderabad
and Kolkata,
India

Southeast
Asia and
Sub-Saharan
Africa

50 semi-structured interviews
with workers on 21 platforms.

Mixed methods approach to
primary data collection, coupled
with Focus Group Discussions,
and Key Informant Interviews
with academics. 88 women
service providers at Urban
Company were interviewed.

In-depth, face-to-face
interviews with 132 Uber and
Ola drivers.

Semi-structured interviews in
six countries (N =107) and a
cross-regional survey (N = 679)

The permanence of work status in the gig
economy can influence perceptions of job
quality. Those who take on delivery/ride-
sharing are typically searchers who view this
as a short-term measure

Flexibility is an important factor for women
to participate in the gig economy.

Although workers were promised
incentives, in practice, they had to work
long hours to earn the incentives.

Although algorithmic management
techniques offer workers flexibility,
autonomy, and task variety, they can also
create poor working conditions.
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27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

Survey

(Balaram et al.,
2017)

(Berg, 2016)

(Flourish
Ventures, 2020)

(Huws et al.,
2017)

(Hyperwallet,
2017)

(Lalvani &
Seetharaman,
2020)

United
Kingdom

Worldwide

India

Italy,
Switzerland,
UK,
Netherlands,
Austria,
Germany,
Sweden

United
States

Bangalore

n=8000 gig workers

n = 1167 crowd workers

770 gig workers (322 ride-
sharing drivers, 307 delivery
workers, and 141 house
cleaning workers)

A mix of online and face-to-face
surveys, conducted between
Jan 2016 to April 2017. The
sample size was 17,858
distributed between different
countries.

Survey of 2000 female gig
workers.

104 food delivery workers and
15 telephonic interviews

80% of gig workers work 16 or fewer hours
per week — indicates that most treat this as
part-time work.

Crowd work was the main source of income
for nearly 40% of respondents, thereby
casting doubt on the view that income from
platform work is purely for ‘pin money.’

COVID-19 caused a significant decline in the
incomes of platform workers.

Workers are paid on a per-task basis. This
means they may be unable to earn anything
for periods of time spent waiting to be
assigned a task.

Women value the flexibility offered by
platforms.

Workers struggled to pay off loans during
the COVID-19 lockdown
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33.

34.

35.

36.

(Peetz &
Robson, 2021)

(Shah, 2020)

(UK
Department for
Business,
Energy and
Industrial
Strategy, 2018)

(UNCDF Centre
for Financial
Health, 2020)

Canada

India

United
Kingdom

China and
Malaysia

n = 6397 gig workers

600 platform workers

n = 2184 workers in the gig
economy

15,000+ workers on various
platforms

Income volatility is a significant concern for
gig workers — paycheques vary considerably
from week to week.

Poor access to credit for most gig workers.

25% of workers surveyed earned less than
UK minimum wage.

Although 84% of workers had basic bank
accounts, very few used financial services
beyond this.
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