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ABSTRACT

This article reports on a Roundtable Workshop organised to reflect on the
continuities and changes in the geographically variegated development of the
gig economy and to assess the state of the art in gig economy research. The
workshop brought to light how, despite growing academic attention over the
past decade, gig economy research still grapples with a number of blind spots
that deter advancements in the field. The main contribution of the workshop
was to stage a debate on how these theoretical and methodological blind spots
may be overcome and to sketch an innovative research agenda that can push
the field ahead in its second decade.
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Introduction

Platform-mediated gig work is coming of age, with some platforms having been
operational for nearly 15 years. This period has seen both continuity and change. On
the one hand, the ‘gig economy’ has continued its global expansion, albeit unevenly, and
so have its labour management strategies, regulatory battles, and worker protests. On
the other hand, there has been significant market consolidation, with some platform
companies taking the lead and becoming more institutionally embedded, while global
market growth has resulted in local and regional variegation of the ‘gig economy’
model. In many ways, the platform economy has matured, and one may argue that the
novelty of the ‘gig economy’ is beginning to wear off — at least in some parts of the
world. While scholarly research on gig economies and platform labour has exploded
over the past decade, the field still lacks historical analyses of market and platform
evolution, especially geographically varied (and) comparative accounts. Studies that
examine gig platform trajectories through time and space are particularly rare, leaving
us with questions about how the evolving financing, product, and labour market
strategies of specific firms shape regulatory and worker struggles in national and/or
local settings. Furthermore, following the COVID-19 pandemic, platforms are now
facing a new set of challenges and opportunities impacting business strategies as well as
worker struggles — from rapid developments in artificial intelligence (AI) and its
applications to rising inflation and interest rate hikes that put renewed pressure on cost
efficiency. These developments also have a profound impact on the labour that is
performed via platforms.

These observations formed the starting point for the organisation of a Roundtable
Workshop on 4 June 2024, funded by the Global Digital Cultures Research Priority
Area of the University of Amsterdam and by the Collegium Helveticum in Ziirich. As
part of a research project that looks at the spatial and temporal dimensions of the
evolution of gig platforms, the project team (Niels Beerepoot, Niels van Doorn, Meg
Kitamura and Selma Piukovici-Karadag) invited an international group of renowned
gig economy scholars whose research experience spans different parts of the world and
includes both location-based and digital labour (online) platforms. The motivation for
the workshop was to take stock of the most significant continuities and changes, more
than a decade into the gig economy’s development. Workshop participants were asked
to reflect first on the key takeaways regarding the historical development of particular
gig platforms or sectors, second on which blind spots and/or misunderstandings still
exist in gig economy scholarship and third on what theoretical and methodological
innovations are needed to address these blind spots.

The workshop was audio-recorded, and its discussions were subsequently
transcribed and thematically coded. This roundtable report presents a distillation
of these discussions, held during the workshop’s three sessions, as well as our
reflections on them. First, we look back at some main lessons learned from the past
decade of platform research. Next, we zoom in on a few recurrent blind spots in
platform research and look forward by identifying future research directions that
could address and potentially overcome these blind spots. Finally, we offer some
concluding remarks.
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Reflection and lessons learned in gig economy
research

In their reflections on key takeaways from their own research, some participants
sought to nuance the novelty of the platform economy by historically and
geographically contextualising its continuous developments. Alex Wood, for example,
emphasised how we should see the emergence of the platform economy as the outcome
of much longer evolving processes of flexibilisation of labour that have emerged since
the 1980s. As he argued:

There is a lot of continuity in how exploitation is secured and misrecognised:
electronic surveillance, algorithmic control, gamification, avoidance of unions, and
the use of normative and relational controls have all been increasing in the past
few decades.

These seemingly novel aspects of the gig economy are not unique to the platform
economy but are commonly found across a range of workplace regimes. Thus, Wood
concluded, ‘Platforms amplify the precarity that has already existed in the labour market.

Not only does precarity run deep throughout and across historical workplace
regimes, as argued by Wood, Antonio Aloisi observed that ‘practices that have been
tested in the cradle of the gig economy are now spilling beyond the realm of platform
work’ Aloisi continued,

This is perhaps the most problematic legacy of platform work: a kind of profound
rewiring of workplace relationships based on this rather intense adoption of
technologies, which we have been observing in vitro but are now very
commonplace.

According to Wood’s argument, we see a linear progression, or better put, an
exacerbation and amplification of precarity from previous workplace regimes to the
current gig economy. Coupled with Aloisi’s point, it becomes clear that this
amplification is not simply linear but circular: the precarity experienced by gig workers
is not just amplified compared to previous workplace regimes; the working conditions
and management practices particular to the platform economy also feed back into these
regimes, further degrading work across industries.

Alongside Wood and Aloisi, who argued for the necessity of contextualising the
development of the gig economy historically and sectorally, Uma Rani, Valeria
Pulignano, Funda Ustek-Spilda, Cheryll Soriano and Aditi Surie all reminded us of
the importance of recognising geographical variegation in gig work. They highlighted
how handling multiple short-term gigs has been common practice for many workers
in the Majority World, long before the emergence of the platform economy. In many
parts of the world, rather than formal employment gig work was the standard and
platforms are primarily a new means to facilitate and govern this work. Contrary to
the suggestion that the novelty of gig work may have started to wear off, Rani argued
that in the Majority World, policymakers are often still coming to terms with how
these companies are exploiting the workers and what the ramifications are for their
national economies’
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Likewise, Andrea Pollio noted that the Majority World often functions as a
testbed for innovations in platform-based service delivery and control, especially
where platform companies face less regulatory oversight. Countries with weak or
accommodative regulation are easier for platforms to enter and provide fertile ground
for experiments with market-making and expansion. However, this also creates
opportunities for regulators to intervene at the moment of market entrance, using
ex-ante rather than ex-post control. Meanwhile, Surie mentioned how, in a country
like India, the state acts as a protector of (national) platforms, often as a result of
close connections between them. This complicates its role as regulator and limits the
expectations that both gig workers and researchers may have when considering
mechanisms for institutional redress and/or reform. Indeed, she noted that the state
is often complicit — if not actively involved — in the dispossession of workers, which
reveals the problem of gig workers’ precarity in a different light. Far from just being a
‘platform problem, their precarity is a problem inherent to state-mediated capitalism
more generally.

Rafael Grohmann referred to geographical variegation in terms of scholarship on
gig work and how, in particular, there could be a more fruitful exchange between
scholars from Majority World countries. His remarks resonated with criticism by
Ustek-Spilda and Soriano, who both noted that a lot of current research on gig work is
based in a Global North perspective. This perspective also tends to neglect that, as
Nicolés Palacios put it: ‘there is Global South in the Global North’ Particularly,
countries with large numbers of undocumented workers who lack alternative
employment (e.g. France and Spain) also offer an attractive environment for platform
companies to thrive. As emphasised by various participants, one of the key outcomes of
platformisation is the blurring of the traditional distinction between the formal and
informal economy and its emergence in new places, which facilitates the boundary
crossing between formal and informal work and between Global North and Majority
World countries.

Recurrent blind spots

The participants were also asked to think about which blind spots and
misunderstandings persist in gig economy scholarship. Two main blind spots identified
during the discussion were the differential strategies and business models of platform
firms across sectors and, equally, the diversity among gig workers that this creates.
Various participants argued that much scholarship lacks an understanding of the
heterogeneity of gig workforces across and within sectors. As noted by Palacios: ‘the
Barcelona of the undocumented worker is not the Barcelona of the digital nomad from
Sweden who goes there. Attention should thus be paid to the different motivations for
working via platforms and the skill levels required between platforms.

In understanding the diversity among gig workers, there was a widely shared call to
look ‘beyond the gig’ as a standalone platform-governed task. For example, Surie
suggested including the labour conditions and practices of workers in dark kitchens
and warehouses into gig economy research, since their work complements that of
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delivery drivers. Additionally, Jorien Oprins mentioned how, for online freelancers,
digital labour platforms are often the only way of acquiring jobs. In the case of digital
labour platforms like Upwork and Freelancer.com, there is a tendency for work to get
delegated and subcontracted to freelancers via social media (e.g., Facebook) or for work
to be outsourced directly from clients to freelancers via social media platforms,
effectively bypassing more traditional digital labour platforms. Equally, gig workers
may rent out their accounts to more deprived (undocumented) workers. Looking
‘beyond the gig’ also means examining the role of workers and institutions in
maintaining ‘pipelines’ that guarantee the supply of new gig workers. Both Orth and
Van Doorn stressed how certain institutions of higher education attract large numbers
of international students, who form a significant labour pool that can be tapped by
location-based gig platforms. A similar example was given by Julie Chen, who
highlighted how in China vocational schools play a central role in supplying labour for
data annotation platforms. The hidden world behind the gig often includes multiple
labour market intermediaries and forms of subcontracting, beyond and outside of
platforms, adding to uneven terms of participation in the gig economy.

Not only does gig work itself extend beyond the platform environment, but, as Orth
stressed, looking beyond the gig also includes ‘the worker’s larger life experiences and
their home lives’ For example, Al James mentioned that: ‘Platforms are sold as an
emancipatory working opportunity where women can juggle children and childcare with
paid work more flexibly’ In practice, this often involves no provision of social benefits,
discrimination, dependence on platform ratings and may even expose workers to sexual
abuse. Such conditions are somehow accepted when women freelancers see their work as
only a temporary phase in their employment career. More broadly, as mentioned by
Beerepoot, this leads to the question of who remains stuck in this type of work and who
can move on. Another way of looking beyond the gig is by studying the multiple
dependencies that platforms create. In South-East Asia, for example, gig workers do not
only rely on platforms for work but also for financial services; in many cases, their income
is disbursed via the financial apps of the same platform, also called a ‘super app. Thus, as
Soriano noted, ‘the intersection of labour and financial credit provisions is an emerging
aspect of labour control in the platform economy, particularly in countries where many
workers lack access to traditional banking services.

The second blind spot identified by the participants was how platform firms
themselves, particularly their variegation in terms of business models and market(-
making) strategies, remain under-investigated. Ustek-Spilda stressed how the impact of
mergers and acquisitions or market exits on platform workers is a blind spot in much
gig economy research, even though such events carry potentially heavy ramifications
for gig workforces. In order to understand the challenges and opportunities that gig
workers face, it is important to know more about the particularities of the different
platforms they work for or with, including the financial strategies and dependencies
that shape these platforms. As Ustek-Spilda argued:

Not all platforms are created the same. It is important to acknowledge the
varieties of startup mentalities behind some of the platforms. Sometimes platforms
are also created just to be sold.
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The business environment for gig platforms is highly volatile, involving regular
bankruptcies and mergers and/or acquisitions, with only a few platforms emerging as
dominant players in certain sectors. Indeed, Christoph Lutz raised the (rhetorical)
question ‘when will platforms become profitable?” to highlight the fact that, despite the
improved profit margins of these dominant few, many gig economy firms are still
reliant on investors or parent companies with deep pockets. To better understand the
changing labour conditions that gig workers have to negotiate on specific platforms, we
thus require a better understanding of platform companies and their evolving business
‘ecosystems, marked by uneven power relations, mutual dependencies, and shifting
allegiances.

Ways forward

The final part of the workshop reflected on how the blind spots identified earlier could
best be addressed — or indeed redressed — and what theoretical and methodological
innovations are needed to overcome the current status quo in gig economy research. In
response to Orth’s comments about the relative dearth of research into how gig work is
embedded in people’s broader livelihood strategies and mobility schemes, James urged
researchers to conduct longitudinal life course studies on people’s work trajectories. As he
put it succinctly: ‘We simply do not know how workers are moving into, within and out of
the platform economy. Indeed, without a fine-grained understanding of how gig work is
situated in someone’s longer-term employment cycle, it is hard to grasp the contingent
impacts of algorithmic management on a heterogeneous workforce, or to identify what
factors codetermine workers acquiescence to poor labour conditions. Orth welcomed
this call for more longitudinal research and suggested a concrete path forward:

We need more research using biographical interviews whereby we decentre the
gig and we look at the larger trajectories that people are on, interviewing them
multiple times over longer periods of time, and employing things like multi-sited
ethnography, where you follow the people, [...] and follow them over a longer
period of time.

Such methodological innovation, building on the ethnographic and biographically
informed work of many of the workshop participants, may also foster theoretical
innovation in gig economy research, insofar as it forces scholars to think more
expansively (in both temporal and spatial terms) about the relational dynamics of
platform power and gig worker agency.

Consequently, Van Doorn questioned whether the dominance of labour process
theory (LPT) within gig economy scholarship may have become an obstacle to
theoretical innovation in the field, suggesting that we should perhaps abandon this
perspective — which focuses primarily on the organisation and exploitation of labour -
in favour of approaches that look beyond the gig. This provocation received near-
universal pushback from the participants, who clearly remain invested in its methods
and objectives. For instance, James worried that doing so would entail relinquishing a
critical focus on platforms’ exploitation of labour,
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... because this would somehow not be novel anymore. But it is not like the
problem has been fixed. If academic research simply moves on, this does not mean
the problem has ended.

This worry resonated widely, and the consensus in the room was that future
research should not throw the baby away with the bathwater by turning its back on LPT
altogether, but would do well to find ways to connect its insights and methods to modes
of analysis whose scope extends beyond the point of production. While Wood insisted
that LPT ‘cannot really be avoided” when studying gig work, he also noted that focusing
on ‘just the technicalities and the functions of platforms in enabling control and then
[examining] how that might produce resistance ... misses the bigger picture’

This ‘bigger picture’ would encompass the commonalities and distinctions between
different platform business models and their respective modes of work organisation,
thereby bringing scholarship on algorithmic management into conversation with
research fields such as critical organisation studies and political economy. As Valeria
Pulignano suggested, a bigger picture would also tie LPT to theorisations of corporate
financialisation, resulting in a more comprehensive analysis of how specific ‘upstream’
business logics and operations (e.g., financing and cost-cutting strategies) have
‘downstream’ impacts on gig workers. Expanding our critical lens to include what
happens ‘upstream’ also enables closer scrutiny of how and why state institutions make
available financial resources to (domestic or foreign) gig platforms in different parts of
the world, for instance, through public(-private) investment funds. Again, there was a
broad agreement among the participants that future gig economy research should
expand its conception of the state beyond its regulatory functions.

On the ‘downstream’ end of the analytical spectrum, meanwhile, Rani added that a
bigger picture would also have to include more critical study of the role played by
customers/clients:

What is missing today is [not just] a lot of linkages with the platform models, but
also with the people who utilise them. We never talk about clients.

This is especially problematic given how much research has shown that platforms
structurally favour the client side of their multi-sided marketplaces. In her recent
research on data annotation platforms, Julie Chen likewise concluded that what she was
studying was ‘not a platform as a middle layer or multi-market player ... but a biased
market with a dominance of client power. Moving forward, future research could
examine in more detail whether platform transactions with particular types of clients/
customers (e.g., enterprise vs individual customers, or public sector vs private sector
clients) are associated with specific opportunities, limitations and/or risks for gig
workers.

Ultimately, then, attaining a ‘bigger picture’ in gig economy research requires
scholars to bring into view the multifarious dependencies that simultaneously sustain
and constrain not just gig workers but gig platforms too. A recurrent theme throughout
the workshop was the shared realisation that, while all platforms may have
infrastructural ambitions, asset-light gig platforms often struggle to rise above their
structural dependencies — not just on funding, regulations or labour supply but also on
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Big Tech platforms that exercise true infrastructural power higher up in the tech stack
(e.g. cloud and analytics services). Accordingly, future gig economy research should
more closely examine what enables gig platforms to function as an infrastructure, for
whom they may become infrastructural, and with what consequences. As Orth noted
during the last session, for a platform to function as an infrastructure you need other
actors, which again points to the importance of the variegated mutual dependencies
that constitute gig economies across the globe. In this discussion, Chen invited us to
take inspiration from how platform studies and STS (Science & Technology Studies)
scholarship uses the term infrastructure: by looking at platforms as ‘infrastructure in
the making), future gig economy research ‘can open more windows for us to study
whether a platform can be developed into an infrastructure’ and what resources and
relationships this requires. Again, this demands a more longitudinal and processual
approach to studying a gig economy’s key actors. Although the participants agreed that
much progress has been made over the past decade, there is still ample room for
methodological and theoretical innovation in gig economy research, which, as Lutz
phrased it, ‘can be even better if it is more embedded, more contextual and relational’

Concluding remarks

A key outcome of the workshop was the conclusion that gig economy scholarship
would benefit from more — and more careful - historical contextualisation and needs
more critical scrutiny of the geographical variegation of gig work. At the same time,
there was a call to look beyond the gig and focus on the various enabling resources that
allow the platform economy to thrive. The discussions also touched on a range of other
issues not included in this report (for example, the evolving role of technology and
regulation). Two important and interrelated questions that we would nonetheless like to
mention in closing are ‘how does society value gig work?” (Lutz) and ‘what kind of
society do we ultimately want?’ (Rani). These are the broader questions that hovered
over the discussions during the workshop, and which will likely continue to both
inform and transcend gig economy research.

Finally, we would like to reflect on the value of convening a Roundtable Workshop.
This format allows for an open-minded and dynamic exchange of perspectives and offers
a good opportunity for collective reflection on the current state of affairs in a research
field, particularly regarding issues and themes spanning multiple disciplines. In our case,
the insights from the participants enabled us to gain a cross-disciplinary overview of gig
economy scholarship and to formulate a research agenda based on the identified blind
spots. The next step is for this agenda to be translated into new research projects that take
the critical study of platform-mediated gig economies into the next decade. We hope that
this report will provide some inspiration for moving the field forward.
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