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Introduction

The global labor landscape has undergone a seismic shift in the 21st century, characterized prominently by the rise of the “gig economy.” This economic model, defined by short-term contracts and freelance work as opposed to permanent jobs, has fundamentally changed the traditional employer-employee relationship. While the gig economy offers flexibility and low entry barriers for workers – often touted as “micro entrepreneurship” – it has simultaneously introduced significant challenges regarding labor rights and decent work. Millions of individuals operating on digital platforms are classified as independent contractors, effectively stripping them of fundamental protections including minimum wage, health insurance, overtime pay, and the right to collective bargaining, presenting the core issue that lies in the introduction of the new economic model.
As digital platforms expand into sectors such as transportation, food delivery, domestic care, and professional services, the number of workers experiencing financial insecurity has increased. The International Labour Organization (ILO) has warned that this shift risks reversing decades of progress in labor standards by encouraging regulatory arbitrage, which allows firms to avoid social and legal responsibilities. In many developing countries, platform-based work closely resembles the informal economy, offering limited gains in stability while enabling firms to extract value through algorithmic control. At the same time, the growth of the “fissured workplace” has weakened accountability. Large corporations increasingly rely on layers of subcontracting rather than directly employing workers who deliver their core services. This structure distances companies from employment obligations and reduces legal responsibility for working conditions. As a result, technologies once presented as tools of worker empowerment have, in practice, often reproduced insecure labor conditions, now enforced through digital monitoring and data-driven management.

Definition of Key Terms 
Algorithmic Management 
The use of software systems and data collection to manage workers remotely. This includes assigning tasks, monitoring performance through GPS or sensors, setting pay rates, and enforcing penalties such as account deactivation, often without direct human oversight. The term is sometimes described as “digital Taylorism” because it applies principles of scientific management at a scale and speed made possible by digital technology. 

Decent Work
A concept defined by the International Labour Organization (ILO) that refers to work which is productive, provides a fair income, ensures workplace security and social protection, supports personal development and social inclusion, allows freedom of association and participation in decision-making, and guarantees equality of opportunity and treatment.

Gig Economy

A labor market characterized by short-term, task-based, or freelance work rather than permanent employment. Workers are paid per task or service completed rather than through a fixed salary, and this model includes both location-based services such as ride-hailing and delivery, as well as online freelance platforms.

Misclassification
When an employer incorrectly classifies a worker as an independent contractor rather than an employee. This allows firms to avoid labor law obligations such as minimum wage, overtime pay, payroll taxes, and employee benefits, shifting financial risk and responsibility onto workers.
Platform Work
A subset of the gig economy in which labor is organized and mediated through digital platforms or mobile applications. These platforms use algorithms to match workers with customers and often control pricing, payment, and performance evaluation while denying an employment relationship. 

Portable Benefits
Social protection benefits, including health insurance, pensions, and workers’ compensation, that are linked to the individual worker rather than a single employer. This system allows workers to accumulate and retain benefits across multiple jobs or platforms. 

History & Developments 
1940s-1990s

Although the term “gig economy” is recent, the shift toward temporary and insecure work began in the mid-20th century. A key early development was the rise of temporary staffing agencies in the post–World War II United States, such as Kelly Services (1946) and Manpower (1948). These firms supplied short-term labor—mainly clerical workers—to businesses while explicitly defining those workers as not being employees of the client company. Gendered marketing, such as the “Kelly Girl,” framed this work as flexible and supplementary rather than permanent. This arrangement allowed companies to avoid union contracts and labor protections by treating labor as a variable cost rather than a long-term obligation. By the 1960s, the temporary staffing industry had become highly profitable, establishing a legal and cultural precedent for using labor without assuming full employer responsibilities. This trend accelerated in the 1980s with the rise of neoliberal economic policies under leaders such as Ronald Reagan in the United States and Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom. These policies promoted deregulation, labor market flexibility, and reduced union power as factors of economic growth. Governments weakened collective bargaining rights, reduced welfare provisions, and encouraged outsourcing. As a result, many firms began subcontracting non-core functions such as cleaning, security, and logistics. This normalized the idea that efficiency required minimizing direct employment. By the 1990s, temporary work was a permanent feature of corporate labor markets, and the traditional model of long-term employment was already in decline.
1995-2008

The commercialization of the internet in the mid-1990s provided the infrastructure to scale freelance labor. In 1995, Craigslist, founded by Craig Newmark introduced an online classifieds model that included a “gigs” section, enabling individuals to find short-term work directly. While basic, this platform demonstrated how the internet could reduce transaction costs in labor markets. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, the first digital labor marketplaces emerged. Platforms such as Elance (1999) and oDesk (2003) connected firms with freelance professionals—particularly programmers, designers, and writers—across national borders. These platforms introduced bidding systems in which workers competed by offering lower prices, foreshadowing later forms of algorithmic pricing. During this period, people were more optimistic about independent work. This is reflected in Daniel Pink’s Free Agent Nation (2001), which believed freelancing as empowering and entrepreneurial. However, these platforms remained largely limited to remote, white-collar work and had minimal effect on physical service labor.
2008-2024

Rise of the Sharing Economy (2008-2015)
As a result of the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, mass unemployment increased the supply of workers seeking income, while consumers sought cheaper services. At the same time, smartphone adoption expanded rapidly following the launch of the iPhone in 2007. Airbnb, founded in 2008, allowed individuals to monetize housing assets. More significant for labor, Uber was founded in 2009. By classifying drivers as independent contractors, the company bypassed taxi regulations, avoided providing benefits, and shifted costs such as vehicle maintenance onto workers. Venture capital subsidies allowed Uber to undercut existing services and expand rapidly. This model spread quickly across sectors, including TaskRabbit (2008), Postmates (2011), and Lyft (2012). Early marketing focused on  community sharing and flexibility, but as these companies grew, professional management replaced the previous informal systems. Algorithmic management systems controlled pricing, task allocation, and performance. By 2014–2015, many workers experienced declining pay due to algorithm changes which led to growing dissatisfaction and early protests.

Super-Apps (2010-2019)

In the Global South, platform development followed a different path. In Southeast Asia, Gojek (2010) and Grab (2012) began as ride-hailing services and expanded into “super-apps” that combined transport, delivery, payments, and financial services. In regions with high informal employment, these platforms were initially viewed as providing structure and access to income. Over time, however, they gained significant market power, leaving workers with little bargaining leverage. In Latin America, Rappi (founded 2015) expanded rapidly alongside the Venezuelan migrant crisis. Large numbers of displaced migrants entered Colombia with limited legal protections and relied on platform delivery work for survival. This labor supply enabled low delivery costs but raised concerns about worker safety and exploitation. In Africa, platforms such as Jumia developed logistics networks by recruiting commission-based agents through programs like J-Force, creating large workforces without formal employment relationships.
Protests and Regulations  (2016-2024)

From around 2016, organized resistance increased. Deliveroo riders in London staged strikes in 2016 over pay changes, contributing to the rise of new gig-worker unions such as the Independent Workers’ Union of Great Britain (IWGB). Legal challenges followed across jurisdictions. In 2021, the UK Supreme Court ruled in Uber BV v Aslam that drivers qualified as “workers” entitled to minimum wage protections. Spain passed the Riders Law the same year, presuming delivery riders to be employees. While this forced Deliveroo to exit Spain, other firms adopted subcontracting models. In the United States, California’s Assembly Bill 5 (2019) aimed to classify most gig workers as employees. Platform companies responded with Proposition 22 (2020), which exempted app-based drivers while offering limited benefits. This created a hybrid model that the industry continues to promote. In 2024, the European Union adopted the Platform Work Directive, aimed at reclassifying misclassified workers and regulating algorithmic management. China also shifted policy direction, issuing guidelines requiring platforms such as Meituan to guarantee minimum earnings and reasonable delivery times.

Major Parties Involved  
International Labour Organization (ILO)

The ILO is the UN agency responsible for international labor standards. It has identified platform work as a major source of “decent work deficits.” Through its 2019 Centenary Declaration, the ILO called for a human-centered approach to technological change. It is currently developing an international standard on platform work, expected in 2025–2026, to address classification, social protection, and labor rights.
European Union (EU)

The EU has taken a leading role in regulating platform labor. The Platform Work Directive introduces a presumption of employment and places the burden of proof on platforms. The EU has also advanced rules on algorithmic transparency, granting workers rights to understand how automated systems affect their work and income.
Gig Platform Companies (Uber, Lyft, Grab, Rappi, etc.)

The major Gig Platform Companies, such as Uber, Lyft, Grab and Rappi, are the most directly involve in the current issue. Such platforms argue that they are technology intermediaries rather than employers. They claim that contractor status provides flexibility and that reclassification would reduce jobs and raise prices. These companies strongly support “third-way” models, such as portable benefits, as alternatives to employment status.
Worker Unions and Collectives (IWGB, SEIU, IDWF, etc.)

Both traditional unions and newer grassroots organizations advocate for platform workers’ rights. They challenge the claim that flexibility outweighs insecurity and use strikes, litigation, and public campaigns to push for reforms. Groups such as the IWGB, SEIU, and IDWF play pivotal roles in organizing workers across sectors.
Global South Nations (India, Brazil, Indonesia)

In countries such as India, Brazil, and Indonesia, governments often view gig platforms as partial formalization of large informal economies. Rather than strict reclassification, policies tend to extend limited social protections to gig workers. This can be exemplified by India’s Code on Social Security in 2020. 
Timeline of Events

	Date
	Event Name
	Description

	1946
	Founding of Kelly Services
	Establishment of the "Kelly Girl" brand, pioneering the temporary staffing industry and the concept of a flexible, non-employee workforce.

	March 1995
	Launch of Craigslist
	One of the first online marketplaces for freelance services, setting the precedent for peer-to-peer digital gig work

	March 2009
	Founding of Uber
	Uber launches in San Francisco, pioneering the on-demand "platform" model and aggressive regulatory entrepreneurship.

	August 2016
	Deliveroo Wildcat Strikes
	London food delivery riders organize the first major wildcat strike against piece-rate pay cuts, sparking the formation of the IWGB union.

	September 18, 2019
	California Assembly Bill 5 (AB5)
	Landmark legislation codifying the "ABC test" to presume workers are employees, directly challenging the gig model.

	November 3, 2020
	Passage of Proposition 22
	A ballot measure in California funded by gig companies that exempted app-based drivers from AB5, solidifying the "independent contractor plus" model.

	February 19, 2021
	Uber BV v Aslam Ruling
	The UK Supreme Court rules that Uber drivers are "workers" (an intermediate category), entitling them to minimum wage and vacation pay.

	July 2021
	China’s Gig Workers Guideline
	Chinese regulators issue guidelines requiring platforms to ensure minimum income and relax algorithmic pressure on food delivery workers. 

	August 2021
	Spain’s “Riders Law” enacted
	The first EU law presuming delivery riders are employees, forcing platforms to hire fleets or exit the market.

	March 11, 2024
	EU Platform Work Directive
	EU ministers endorse rules creating a presumption of employment for platform workers, setting a new global standard for regulation.


Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue

The ILO Standard Setting Process (2025-26)

At the 112th International Labour Conference in 2025, member states agreed to develop a binding Convention on decent work in the platform economy, alongside a non-binding Recommendation. Final negotiations are scheduled for 2026. If adopted, this would be the first international treaty specifically regulating platform work.
European Parliament Platform Work Directive

Before the executive branch of the EU finalized its Platform Work Directive, the European Parliament passed a resolution in 2021 on "fair working conditions, rights and social protection for platform workers." This resolution eventually led to the subsequent Directive which called for the presumption of employment and collective bargaining rights.
Relevant UN Treaties and Events

· UN General Assembly Resolution A/RES/70/1: "Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development": This resolution established the Sustainable Development Goals.  SDG 8 emphasizes decent work, labor rights, and safe working conditions, including for migrant and precarious workers. The growth of misclassified platform labor threatens progress toward these targets. Target 8.5 calls for achieving decent work for all women and men, including for young people and persons with disabilities, and equal pay for work of equal value. Target 8.8 calls to "protect labour rights and promote safe and secure working environments for all workers, including migrant workers, in particular women migrants, and those in precarious employment." The rise of misclassified work in the gig economy directly prevents achieving such targets. 
· UN General Assembly Resolution A/RES/73/342: "ILO Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work"This resolution, adopted in 2019, formally brings the ILO's Centenary Declaration into the entire UN system. This resolution endorsed the ILO Centenary Declaration, committing states to a more human-centered approach to digital transformation and affirming that technology should remain under human control.
Possible Solutions
A legal presumption that platform workers are employees should be adopted, shifting the burden of proof onto the platforms. Under such a system, workers would be classified as employees unless the platform can demonstrate genuine independence, such as a worker’s control over pricing, clients, and hours. This approach standardizes classification, reduces legal ambiguity, and prevents the use of systematic misclassification as a core business strategy.
Governments could also improve social security beyond traditional employment by creating portable benefits systems that follow the worker rather than the employer. Platforms would be required to contribute proportionally to a worker’s benefits fund based on hours worked or income earned. This model ensures income security and access to healthcare even for workers who rely on multiple platforms simultaneously, reflecting the realities of modern labor markets. The New York Black Car Fund demonstrates the feasibility of this model.
Further, platforms should face legal mandates to disclose how algorithms assign tasks, calculate pay, and evaluate performance. Workers must have direct access to their own work-related data. These transparency measures would allow workers to verify earnings, challenge unfair penalties, and transfer reputational data between platforms, thereby limiting the unchecked power of automated management over livelihoods.
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