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The rise of platforms

‘the common feature of 
all digital labour platforms 
is that they offer tools to 
bring together the supply 
of, and demand for, 
labour’ (Graham and 
Woodcock, 2018)



Digital Inequality

• Access to internet

• Dominance of 
smartphones

• Lack of computer access

• Expense of internet 
access

• Digital literacy



Platform/gig 
work

The rise of platform companies like 
Uber

A McKinsey study estimates: ‘Up to 
540 million people could benefit from 
online talent platforms by 2025’ 
(Manyika et al., 2015).



Platforms?

• As Goodwin (2015) argued:

Uber, the world’s largest taxi company, owns 
no vehicles. Facebook, the world’s most 
popular media owner, creates no content. 
Alibaba, the most valuable retailer, has no 
inventory. And Airbnb, the world’s largest 
accommodation provider, owns no real estate. 
Something interesting is happening.

Now, the ‘Uber for X’ (Srnicek, 2017) used to 
describe new ventures. 



Preconditions

• 9 preconditions that 
shape the emergence of 
platform work

• Combination of 
technological, social, 
and political economy

• Not just technology!





Bogus self-
employment

Widespread use of self-employed 
independent contractor status

Removal of rights associated with traditional 
employment: minimum wages, holiday and 
sick pay, maternity/paternity, protection 
against dismissal, right to organise in a union 
etc

Shifts the risks onto the “worker”



Research on 
platform work

Started research in the summer 
of 2016 in London

Fieldwork in US, India, South 
Africa, and more

Ethnography, interviews, survey

“engaged research”

Co-writing

Collaboration with IWGB



Global experience

• This experience is differentiated 
between the Global North and the 
Global South. Some workers are 
moving from relatively formalized 
jobs onto platforms, whilst for 
others who have only ever worked 
in the informal sector, platform 
work is relatively formalized.



Flexibility

• Most workers in the gig economy 
actually want a level of flexibility. 

• workers regularly talked emphatically 
about how platforms allow them to work 
in ways that would simply not otherwise 
have been possible; whether this means 
escaping some of the constraints of the 
local labour market, or doing jobs they 
would not have been able to access 
previously. 







3 Stories from my 
research

1. The Deliveroo strike in London 
and WhatsApp

2. Meeting Swiggy and Zomato 
riders in Bangalore with similar 
demands

3. A conversation in the back of 
an Uber in Cape Town



Platform workers

To paraphrase E.P. Thompson 
(2013, 8), platform workers were 
present at their own making. 

They have a history before signing 
up to work for platforms. 

They bring this with them to the 
work: the experiences of working 
and resisting elsewhere, existing 
social networks, politics, and what 
they wanted from the work. 



Deliveroo in the UK



Issues with work?







Experience of work

“I’m just getting knackered, I’m just so 
exhausted, I basically sleep until I have 
to start work in the shop and then I go 
straight from the shop to do 
Deliveroo. And trying to eat is a 
problem, to have enough energy, I go 
straight home and go to sleep and 
then I wake up and go straight to the 
shop job, and that’s like what I’ve 
been doing six days a week.”



Technical composition

• No “workplace” in a traditional 
sense

• “Self-employed independent 
contractor” status

• Managed by algorithm and piece 
rate (although not at first)



Changing composition

• Material nature/consequences of 
the algorithm

• The platform as an “algorithmic 
Panopticon”

• Automation of the management 
function





Global platforms…

• The possibilities for new ways of 
organising

• Concrete connections between 
workers and shared actions



Deliveroo Strike, 7th April 2021

• Strike and protest

• Targeting the IPO and investors

• Social media and reputational damage



Making sense of the 
gig economy

• Importance of organising that is happening 
now, often with little/no support

• The gig economy has the potential to act 
as a “laboratory” for many other kinds of 
work



The end of work?

•Probably not!



Conclusion

The gig economy is the battleground in a set of 
conflicts being waged that will determine the 
futures of work. You may think that your own job is 
safe from some of the changes described… 

but the processes that define the gig economy could 
come to transform almost every type of work. The 
balance sheet thus far is deeply worrying, and 
should be a cause of concern for workers the world 
over.



Thanks for listening!

You can read all my publications online for free 
here: jamiewoodcock.net/publications


