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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Increasing global connectivity and, in the wake of the
Great Recession, persistent un- and under-employment
worldwide have contributed to the rapid growth of digital
labour, particularly that which falls under the umbrella
of the so-called “online gig economy.” Both companies
and countries have welcomed the rise of the online gig
economy as means of cost-savings and as a solution
to unemployment and sluggish economic growth,
respectively. While the growth of the online gig economy
undoubtedly presents a number of exciting opportunities, it
is also accompanied by more than its fair share of pitfalls,
including a lack of worker protections, the potential to
exacerbate inequality both between and within countries,
and the low quality of much of the work involved. Instead
of ignoring existing imbalances in favour of the tempting
vision of digital labour as a panacea for unemployment
and economic growth, I argue that policy makers must
acknowledge the numerous risks concomitant with the
growth of the online gig economy, and act to ensure that the
inevitable rise of digital labour helps rather than hinders
future development.
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INTRODUCTION
The advent of the internet age has given rise to an era of
unprecedented freedom and flexibility across many dimensions
of life, but particularly in relation to work. Growing global
connectivity and the increasing affordability of computing
devices have made it possible for workers to do practically any
job, from anywhere, for anyone, giving rise to the phenomenon
known variously as the “gig” or “on-demand” economy, loosely
characterised by short-term or freelance work accessed through
digital means. While Uber drivers and Airbnb hosts are among
the most prominent examples of participants in today’s gig
economy, the term also encompasses non-local work—work that
can be done remotely, such as web development or data entry—
that falls under the umbrella of the “online gig economy.” Both
demand for and supply of labour in the online gig economy have
grown rapidly in recent years, and consequently a number of
developing countries are looking to digital labour as a remedy
for the woes of persistent unemployment and sluggish economic
growth. However, few have considered the potential pitfalls
accompanying growth in the online gig economy, including the
lack of protections for digital workers, the potential exacerbation
of existing inequalities, and the poor conditions and quality of
much online gig work. These pitfalls are compounded by the
global nature of the online gig economy, which poses a number
of significant challenges to regulation. As a result, I argue that
policy makers across the globe would do well to reconsider the
nature of digital labour as gig-based, and instead incentivise
employers and platforms to provide digital employment that is
stable, non-exploitative, and allows room for development.
Increasing global connectivity and, in the wake of the Great
Recession, persistent un- and under-employment worldwide have
contributed to the rapid growth of digital labour, understood here
to mean work that is performed exclusively online or otherwise
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facilitated by the use of technology. Today, most digital labour
manifests through the online gig economy, wherein companies
or individuals (“employers”) post generally small, one-off tasks on
various digital “platforms” for workers to complete. These tasks
often fall under a number of umbrellas including areas such as
software development and technology, creative work, and clerical
work such as data entry (Kassi and Lehdonvirta, 2016). Perhaps
the best-known platform for the latter is Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk, but other popular platforms for digital labour include Fiverr,
Crowd Workers, Freelancer, and Upwork, to name just a few.
For many companies, gig economy arrangements are a
tempting alternative to hiring employees, largely because of the
resulting ability to respond to short-term fluctuations in demand
and the reductions in labour costs achieved by savings on training
and other expenses that accompany full-time employees (Abraham
and Taylor, 1996). But companies are not the only ones who see
the gig economy as an attractive option—as countries continue
to struggle to recover from the Great Recession of 2007¬–2009,
unemployment (and under-employment) have continued to
represent a serious concern in many economies (de Stefano, 2016).
As a result, workers are increasingly turning to the online gig
economy as an alternative to traditional employment. The growing
popularity of the online gig economy—and the accompanying
digitisation of labour—presents an exciting opportunity to level the
global economic playing field, but concurrently raises a plethora
of questions that governments and policy makers cannot afford to
ignore. To address the growing chorus of concerns surrounding
digital labour and the online gig economy, this paper suggests
that it may be necessary to move beyond the traditional view of
digital labour as gig-based. It first examines the many advantages
accompanying the growth of the online gig economy, followed by
the pitfalls of that same growth, and concludes by proposing policy
solutions that may address the problems of worker protection,
inequality, and low-quality employment.
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THE ONLINE GIG ECONOMY AS A
SOLUTION TO UNEMPLOYMENT AND
SLOW ECONOMIC GROWTH
While participants in the gig economy currently comprise
a relatively small proportion of the global workforce (estimates
put the number of self-employed independent contractors at 4
per cent of the labour force in the United States, and a similar
proportion in the United Kingdom (McKinsey Global Institute,
2015; Taylor, 2017)), the University of Oxford’s Online Labour
Index estimates that the global online gig economy—measured by
the number of tasks posted to online labour platforms—is growing
rapidly, expanding by almost 26 percent from 2016 to 2017 alone
(Lehdonvirta, 2017). Compared to the growth of just under three
percent witnessed by the world economy in the same period
(International Monetary Fund, 2017), the expansion of the online
gig economy is impressive indeed, and presents an invaluable
opportunity to close existing gaps—not just between developing
and developed countries, but also rural and urban areas within
countries and even between workers traditionally disadvantaged
by the formal economy and the historically privileged.
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GROWTH OF THE GLOBAL ONLINE GIG ECONOMY.

Source: University of Oxford Online Labour Index

In particular, the geographical flexibility embedded within
the online gig economy ensures that anyone with access to
the internet—most recently estimated at just over half of
the world’s population, and growing quickly (International
Telecommunication Union, 2017)—can participate, thus
removing barriers to entry that were previously present as a
result of a lack of infrastructure, access to transportation, or even
national borders. Contingent on continued expansion of access
to the internet, this crucial feature allows it to serve as a powerful
equalizer of opportunities, as workers from across the globe
may compete for the same jobs, thus mitigating disadvantages
resulting from merely being born in the wrong place. Research
has also found that digital workers may in some cases be able
to earn higher wages from online work than they otherwise
would have in local labour markets (Dokko et al., 2015). Further,
the remote nature of digital work has been argued to reduce
discrimination, whether due to gender, ethnicity, disabilities, or
even education, since participants may bid for jobs in relative
anonymity (see, for example, Soriano et al., forthcoming). Finally,
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the flexibility to choose when and how to work provides space for
workers who may have previously been excluded from traditional
employment opportunities. For instance, parents who might have
otherwise been limited by the availability or affordability of child
care are freed from that constraint by the ability to work online, as
illustrated in surveys of digital workers conducted by Berg (2016).
A number of countries have already recognised the potential
for digital labour to foster inclusive employment and economic
growth. Malaysia, for instance, launched a “Digital Malaysia”
strategy in 2012, with one of the key pillars, “Microsourcing for
the B40s,” aimed at enabling the bottom 40 per cent of earners
to benefit from microwork and online freelancing (National
Digital Economy Initiative, 2014). Nigeria also jumped on the
digital labour bandwagon with its “Microwork for Job Creation”
proposals in 2013, which aim to “reduce unemployment and
create wealth through Microwork and Elancing” (Graham et
al., 2017). While countries have been eager to reap the potential
rewards of growth in the online gig economy, most have yet to
seriously consider, let alone address, the plethora of hazards it
poses, particularly in regard to worker welfare.

PITFALLS OF GROWTH IN THE
ONLINE GIG ECONOMY
Lack of workers protections
Though sparingly acknowledged to date, the growth of the
online gig economy presents no small share of challenges to
governments and policy makers. The most commonly cited of
these involves the lack of protections for digital workers arising
from the failure of employers to recognise workers as dependent
employees, largely as a result of incentives built into existing
legislation. In many countries—including the UK, as recent suits
against Uber and other employers have spotlighted—employers
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are exempt from providing benefits such as parental leave, sick
days, or health insurance for workers classified as “independent
contractors” (de Stefano, 2016). Gig economy employers have
defended this treatment as appropriate, given workers’ flexibility
to determine working hours and even assignments. Yet, as many
have pointed out, most workers are not truly independent, since
employers or platforms are often responsible for setting prices,
defining the terms of service, and even the specifics of work—for
example, instructing workers to use certain tools (Wood et al.,
2016). As a result, many have argued that digital workers should
be eligible for the protections and benefits accompanying salaried
status, including minimum wages and social security (see, for
example, Berg and de Stefano, 2017).
Some governments have begun to acknowledge this perceived
exploitation of contract workers, with the UK being the latest
example. A 2017 report commissioned by the British government
on the state of the online gig economy recommended the creation of
a third classification of workers—“dependent contractors”—in order
to ensure fair treatment of digital workers (Taylor, 2017). Yet despite
the report’s finding that “‘dependent contractors’ are the group most
likely to suffer from unfair one-sided flexibility” and thus most in
need of protection, a bill proposed to enact said protections has
yet to pass (Ahmed, 2017), and meanwhile digital workers remain
vulnerable to exploitation by profit-driven employers.
Nevertheless, given the global nature of the online gig
economy, the absence of national legislation is perhaps
immaterial, as national statutes are arguably insufficient to
address the problem of digital worker protection. The ability of
firms to outsource jobs to workers in any number of countries
around the world vastly complicates the nature of regulation,
as it creates uncertainties as to who should be responsible
for ensuring worker welfare. Valid cases could be made for
employers, platforms, and governments, but none of these
can guarantee protections for all digital workers. Given the

66

[Rethinking digital labour for development]

current massive oversupply of digital labour (Horton, Kerr, and
Stanton, 2017), exploitative employers may simply shift hiring
to countries or platforms with fewer protections or weaker
enforcement. While international legislation may overcome this
problem, the lack of credible enforcement agencies and concerns
over national sovereignty pose significant obstacles to achieving
such legislation, as evidenced by recent attempts to establish
international protocols such as the Paris Agreement.

Excerbating inequality
Plausibility aside, the need for international legislation is
underscored by the potential for the growth of the online gig
economy to exacerbate existing divides (digital and otherwise)
between developed and developing countries. A key concern
stemming from the use of global outsourcing is that low-skilled
jobs may overwhelmingly be sent to poorer countries with lower
wage rates. Evidence from the University of Oxford’s Online
Labour Index shows that this is already occurring to some
extent—nearly 17 percent of digital workers in the Philippines
engage in low-skilled clerical tasks such as data entry, while only
2 percent of workers in the United Kingdom are hired for such
work (Lehdonvirta, 2016a). Additional research demonstrates
that these patterns are not necessarily a natural consequence
resulting from the existing skill sets in each country. Graham
et al. (2017) show that many platforms allow employers to limit
tasks to workers from specific countries and that favouring of
American workers on Amazon Mechanical Turk has likely
contributed “to the differences in earnings between American and
Indian [Amazon Mechanical Turk] workers.” Such behaviour on
the part of employers merely serves to reinforce the skills divide
between the developed and developing worlds, and threatens to
trap developing country workers in low-skilled occupations from
which they may not be able to escape.
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DISTRIBUTION OF ONLINE GIG ECONOMY WORK.

Source: University of Oxford iLabour Project

The vulnerability of digital workers in the Global South is
further exacerbated by mismatches between the demand and
supply of digital labour—as noted by Graham et al. (2017),
“the vast majority of buyers of work are located in high-income
countries,” while most of the work is carried out by workers
originating from low-income countries (in particular, India and
the Philippines). This mismatch is compounded by the current
oversupply of digital labour, which has led to fierce competition
between digital workers and opened the door to so-called “labour
arbitrage” (in other words, exploitation) by employers (Beerepoot
and Lambregts, 2014). In a series of interviews conducted with
digital workers from a range of developing countries in Asia
and Africa, Graham et al. (2017) find “a pronounced lack of
bargaining power” manifesting predominantly in the acceptance
of wages below “fair” rates and a “race to the bottom” in wage
rates. Moreover, the International Labour Office finds that “in
countries where there is a large pool of temporary workers…the
likelihood of workers in temporary arrangements to transition
to more stable employment is lower than in countries where
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there are more limits and a smaller percentage of the labour
force employed in these arrangements” (International Labour
Office, 2015). This results in a further perpetuation of the cycle
of underdevelopment, fostering ever-growing pools of workers in
developing countries facing job insecurity and low wages.
The rise of digital labour can also serve to exacerbate existing
inequalities within developing countries. For instance, Berg
(2016) finds that while digital labour is fairly evenly distributed
by gender in developed countries such as the United States, in
India, 69 percent of Amazon Mechanical Turk workers are men.
This aligns with research showing that women in developing
countries are much less likely to access the internet than
men, and, once online, also less likely to use the internet for
employment purposes (World Wide Web Foundation, 2015)—a
gap which may be further extended if women are not equipped
with the motivation or skills required to enter digital labour
markets. Further, others have argued that the online gig economy
is skewed towards those who are able to effectively manipulate
ranking systems and thus “discriminate[s] against workers
who are unable to navigate the complexities of a digital work
marketplace” (Graham et al., 2017). Considering the existing
disparities in technological access and subsequently competence
between the Global North and South, the current organisation of
digital labour platforms undoubtedly works in favour of workers
from developed countries and is likely to further exacerbate
prevailing digital and economic divides.
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FOSTERING LOW-QUALITY EMPLOYMENT
A third problem with the online gig economy lies in the quality
of employment it provides. The very attributes of flexibility and
remoteness that many have hailed as advantageous also give
rise to job insecurity and intermittency, worker uncertainty,
and low-quality work that does not allow for skill-building or
growth. Given the temporary, isolated nature of gig economy
work, job security is unsurprisingly an overwhelming concern
amongst digital workers. Additionally, many have also expressed
dissatisfaction with the uncertainty of work and the inability to
anticipate the scope or timing of tasks. Berg (2016) finds that
“the pressure to be on-line to find work appears to erode the
flexibility that is so coveted in the job.” This is illustrated clearly
in interviews with workers who state variously that “the toughest
part of turking for a living is actually finding the jobs, for every
hour I spend working I most likely spend 2 hours [looking for
jobs]” and “I would want to know when tasks are up so I can plan
my day” (Berg, 2016).
Pietrobelli and Rabellotti (2011) also argue that digital
outsourcing “hinders knowledge flow” from employers to
workers, thus “perpetuating rather than erasing skill and
capability disparities.” This is corroborated empirically by
Graham et al. (2017), who find that digital workers are often
relegated to isolated (and often repetitive and mindless) tasks,
and that “these information asymmetries afford little in terms
of providing digital workers with the possibilities of upgrading
their skills in order to take on new functions or positions.”
Beyond a lack of growth opportunities, online gig economy work
can sometimes be actively harmful for workers, as documented
in a 2014 exposé of digital workers in the Philippines tasked
with so-called “content moderation” for social networking sites,
which found that the workers’ constant exposure to violence and
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gore led, unsurprisingly, to burnout and psychological trauma
(Wired, 2014).
In his seminal paper “A Kantian Theory of Meaningful
Work,” Bowie (1998) outlines six characteristics of meaningful
work, including: work that “allows the worker to exercise her
autonomy and independence,” “enable[s] the worker to develop
her rational capacities,” “provides a wage sufficient for physical
welfare,” and “supports the moral development of employees.” As
it stands, most work contracted through the online gig economy
clearly fails to meet many of these standards, which suggests
that governments who are concerned about worker welfare
and development must look beyond the online gig economy in
considering the future of digital labour.

RETHINKING DIGITAL LABOUR
FOR DEVELOPMENT: BEYOND
THE ONLINE GIG ECONOMY
To date, digital labour and the online gig economy have been
seen as essentially synonymous. But the many attendant risks
associated with growth in the online gig economy open the
door to questions of whether and how digital labour should be
reorganised to ensure greater levels of fairness and protection for
digital workers, especially the most vulnerable, many of whom
are concentrated in developing countries. The distributed and
global nature of the online gig economy undermines the ability
of national governments to provide protections for workers.
In conjunction with the near-impossibility of enforceable
international legislation, this makes the online gig economy
impractical to regulate at the national level. Failing the possibility
of external regulation, no incentives exist for profit-driven
employers and platforms to self-regulate, and the dispersion
of workers across the globe along with the well-established
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problems of collective action make it unlikely that digital workers
will be able to form sufficiently powerful trans-national unions.
The value of digital labour and the ability to outsource tasks
across the globe is unquestionable. But considerations of the
future of work must account for the current inability to provide
protections for digital workers in the online gig economy, the
likelihood that growth will only exacerbate existing inequalities
both between and within countries, and the low quality of
much of the work solicited through such platforms. A potential
rethinking of digital labour could involve a shift from isolated,
gig-based work to more consistent, stable employment. Given
the evidence that an increasing number of digital workers
rely on digital labour as their primary source of income (37
percent of all those surveyed in Berg (2016), and 49 percent of
survey respondents in India), policy makers must undertake a
corresponding shift in viewing digital labour as a form of primary
employment rather than secondary or complementary. Further,
though most discussion hitherto concerning the regulation of
digital labour has revolved around employers and platforms, any
conception of “the future of work” must also involve the workers
themselves. Without the participation of digital workers, policy
making for digital labour is likely to be poorly conceived and
ultimately ineffectual.
One potential solution to the pitfalls of the online gig
economy lies in encouraging employers to treat digital workers
as full-time employees and incentivising them to build skills
in these workers. While this necessarily entails a trade-off in
some amounts of flexibility, it is more than justified by the social
and economic benefits reaped through the provision of worker
protections and the development of a higher-skilled global
workforce. Such encouragement could take many forms, with
tax incentives being the obvious choice, and will certainly not be
costless. But beyond being “the right thing to do,” the provision of
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these incentives will also create boons for national economies in
the form of higher employment rates, promote social cohesion by
reducing inequality within and perhaps even between countries,
and result in a global workforce more prepared to face the likely
dire changes resulting from increasing automation and the
development of artificial intelligence.
In discussing the relationship between digital labour and
development, Graham et al. (2017) observe pointedly that “if we
accept that practices of work in the capitalist world system have
always been characterised by exploitation and power imbalances
between labour and capital, then it seems odd to think that there
was even a suggestion that digital mediations of work would do
anything other than amplify those processes.” Recent growth in
the online gig economy has brought these exploitations (both
actual and potential) to the forefront of public discourse. Instead
of wilfully ignoring existing imbalances in favour of the tempting
vision of digital labour as a panacea for unemployment and
economic growth, it is past time that policy makers acknowledge
the numerous risks concomitant with the growth of the online
gig economy, and act to ensure that the inevitable rise of digital
labour helps rather than hinders future development.
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