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This booklet unites a range of texts from different authors, artists, activists, researchers and gig 
workers, all of them with their very own expertise and focus in the field of gig economy. Thanks to 
all of them for being part of this small publication which accompanies the project “Strike Now!!”.

As part of my ongoing research about Internet and society, I’ve been following the development of 
the so-called gig economy for the last few years. It is clear today that what started with the promise 
of ‘sharing’ - from ‘sharing economy’ - soon revealed itself as a very brutal approach to exploit a 
new generation of app-controlled workers around the world. 

For the project “Strike Now!!” I initially started out with the idea of developing a ‘strike app’ to 
support the protests of bicycle delivery riders and other app-based workers. But the more I lear-
ned about the working conditions in the gig economy, the more it became clear there is no quick 
technological fix.

The whole topic is very complex. Venture capital fueled start-up companies come and go within 
short time cycles. They constantly move, look for loopholes and continuously change the conditions 
for everyone. It is hard to get a grip on these new app-based and isolated working conditions in 
pseudo self-employment with no health insurance or retirement payments. But world wide, wor-
kers, activists and unions have started to organize protests and strikes. Communication between 
those in isolated working conditions plays a very important role in improving the situation.

After more research, “Strike Now!” transformed into an exhibition including a panel discussion at 
panke.gallery in Wedding. It is an attempt to give insight into the current developments and to push 
the discussion to a wider audience during Berlin Art Week, September 2019. The panel members 
Joanna Bronowicka, Sebastian Schmieg and Akseli Aittomaki are each very much expert on the 
topic with their own background coming from different fields. Please check their contributions to 
this booklet as well.

Big thanks to everyone involved in this project! Thanks to pank.gallery for hosting.  
Thanks to Stiftung Kunstfond for funding the project.

Aram Bartholl, 2019
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panke.gallery
Gerichtstraße 23, Hof V
13347 Berlin Wedding

Panke.gallery is an independent, non-commercial gallery that is located in a 60 square meter room 
at Panke Club in Wedding and is operated by panke.gallery e.V. The gallery focusses on enga-
ging with digital network culture, its aesthetics and politics, and the historical examination of local 
aspects specific to Berlin, innovations, and iconic works and exhibits works of the young generation 
of Internet-based artists.

As a gallery located in a club, panke.gallery has the opportunity to build bridges between different 
social circles of Berlin popular culture and art, combining musical culture, the fine and performative 
and media arts. The gallery’s curatorial concept of focusing on historical artistic works in dialogue 
with current works by young artists results in a gallery programme that joins artistic generations.

In addition, with its interdisciplinary concept panke.gallery brings together artists, entrepreneurs, 
students, hackers, and tourists. In talks, panels, and workshops that accompany the exhibitions, 
we address Berliners who actively explore questions of society’s digitization of our society and are 
in search of exchanging ideas on the subject. We are seeking to promote the young generation of 
artists and to offer them a platform for presenting their works and to connect to the community that 
has already formed in the framework of the gallery’s work. We are planning an independent space 
for the gallery where reconstructed internet art can be presented with their original hardware and 
software for research and artistic purposes over the long term.

Strike Now!! at panke.gallery is part of  
the official program of Berlin Art Week 2019

Strike Now!! · Wednesday, 11. September, 2019 – Sunday, 15. September, 2019 · 15:00-19:00 · panke.gallery

Strike Now!! is a platform for discussion and exhibition ab-
out today‘s working conditions in the so called ‚gig eco-
nomy‘. The rise of service oriented Internet companies like 
Uber, Amazon and Deliveroo etc created massive amounts 
app based self employment under often harsh conditions.

Is this the new slavery of the post digital Internet commer-
cial revolution? In which ways can workers counteract the 
algorithmic chains of start-up venture capital? With lectu-
res, a panel and an exhibition Strike Now at panke.gallery 
will examine these and further questions.

A project by Aram Bartholl
Funded by Stiftung Kunstfonds

This panel brings togther three different perspectives on 
how the so called gig economy impacts working conditi-
ons around the globe. The participants focus ranges from 
artistic analysis and applied political research in the field to 
active union related work on the ground.

with Joanna Bronowicka, Sebastian Schmieg and 
Akseli Aittomäki, moderated by Aram Bartholl

Thursday, 12. September 	 19:00 - XX:XX 	 Opening

Saturday, 14. September 	 16:00 - 19:00 	 Panel Discussion

Sunday, 15. September 	 14:00 - 14:30 	 Guided Tour
Sunday, 15. September 	 14:30 - 19:00 	 Finnisage
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Aram Bartholl’s (1972, Bremen, Germany, University of the Arts Berlin, 2002) work creates an in-
terplay between internet, culture and reality. How do our taken-for-granted communication channels 
influence us? Bartholl asks not just what humans are doing with media, but what media is doing 
with humans. Tensions between public and private, online and offline, techno-lust and everyday life 
are at the core of his work and his public interventions and installations, often entailing surprisingly 
physical manifestations of the digital world, challenge our concepts of reality and incorporeality.
	 https://arambartholl.com

Sebastian Schmieg is an artist who’s work engages with the algorithmic circulation of images, 
texts and bodies within contexts that blur the boundaries between human and software, individual 
and crowd, or labor and leisure. At the centre of his practice are playful interventions into found 
systems that explore hidden – and often absurd – aspects behind the glossy interfaces of our net-
worked society. Schmieg works in a wide range of media such as video, website, installation, artist 
book, custom software and lecture performance. 
	 http://sebastianschmieg.com

Joanna Bronowicka is a sociologist and community organiser living in Berlin. She is researching 
the impact of technology on society at the European University Viadrina in Frankfurt (Oder). Until re-
cently, she was the director of the Centre for Internet and Human Rights. Joanna has been fighting 
for rights of women, workers and migrants for over a decade. She is a member of Polish left-wing 
party Razem which has an active branch in Berlin. 
	 https://www.joannabronowicka.eu

Akseli Aittomäki is a dance artist and experimental theater-maker. His works involve different 
productions, research and activism. His art practice ranges from experimental theater to contempo-
rary dance and philosophically motivated performance works. Critics characterize his choreography 
productions as ‚essayistic‘. Economic questions and political protest play an important role in his 
research. Aittomäki was a rider for Deliveroo for over two years. He was engaged in campaigns to 
improve the working conditions of the riders, such as protests, strikes, collaboration with media or 
providing help for workers after work accidents. Deliveroo pulling out of Germany is the moment for 
him to share his perspective. 
	 http://massescape.net

Julia Ticona is an Assistant Professor at the University of Pennsylvania‘s Annenberg School for 
Communication. She holds a PhD in sociology from the University of Virginia, was a post-doc at the 
Data & Society Research Institute, and is a research fellow at the Institute for Advanced Studies in 
Culture. She co-authored the book Beyond Disruption which uses interviews with over 100 domes-
tic and ridehailing platform workers in major U.S. cities to reveal how technology is reshaping the 
future of labor. While ridehail driving and other male-dominated sectors have been at the forefront 
in conversations about the future of work, the working lives of domestic workers like housecleaners 
and nannies usually aren’t included. 
	 http://www.juliaticona.com

James Stanier is a software engineer and writer based in Brighton, England. He is VP Engineering 
at Brandwatch and is currently working on a book on leading engineering teams, due to be publis-
hed mid-2020 by The Pragmatic Bookshelf. He holds a Ph.D. in Computer Science from the Uni-
versity of Sussex. He runs the blog ‚The Engineering Manager‘ as a collection of thoughts, stories, 
and resources on the subject of engineering management. The site shines a spotlight on the human 
side of the technology industry. 
	 https://medium.com/@jstanier

Niels van Doorn is the Principal Investigator of the Platform Labor research project (https://plat-
formlabor.net). He is also an Assistant Professor of New Media and Digital Culture in the Depart-
ment of Media Studies at the University of Amsterdam. Together with Professor Ellen Rutten, he is a 
founding member of the Digital Emotions research group at the Amsterdam School of Cultural Ana-
lysis (ASCA). His research is guided by two fundamental questions: how do people sustain them-
selves and each other in precarious circumstances?; and how does the notion of value emerge at 
the intersection of political and moral economies? His first book, Civic Intimacies, was published by 
Temple University Press in June 2019.
	 https://platformlabor.net
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As foreigners, we are especially vulnerable to exploitation because we are unfamiliar with our rights 
as workers in Germany. Employers often shamelessly exploit this situation. This leaflet is meant to 
give you a brief overview of your rights. The rights listed here represent only the minimum stan-
dards. If you want more, you have to fight. That’s what unions are for. FAU stands for Free Workers’ 
Union. Together, we can stand up to the bossesa and fight for equality in the workplace.

In the FAU the members decide. There is no leadership body or paid official telling you what to 
do. Every member can become active and have their say. By sharing knowledge and participat-
ing, members can also gain experience that will help them achieve concrete improvements in their 
workplaces and beyond.

In labour struggles, demands are developed by those whom they affect. Because of our grassroots 
structure, we can adapt to specific situations. We rely on solidarity and quick mobilization. The sup-
port of our members is direct, their actions effective.

We are organised locally, federally and internationally. The FAU is a federation with member groups 
in many major German cities. We are also part of the international revolutionary syndicalist workers’ 
movement and routinely assist in their struggles, as they do in ours.

If you want to join us, then send an email (faub-aus@fau.org) and we will let you know what your 
options for meeting us are. For example, the FAU features a number of syndicates that are organ-
ised according to industry sector in different cities. German is generally spoken in most syndicates 
but there is always the option of communicating with us in English and/or Spanish. We will of 
course try to find comrades who are able to talk to you in other languages.

Please note: This is just a very general list and there are many details and exceptions to take into 
account. This leaflet is available in several different languages, see: www.fau.org/the-basics

FAU Berlin
Labour Rights in Germany
(for English Speakers)

1. Employment contract

You have the right to a written employment contract. Your boss has to give you a signed copy with-
in a month at the latest. The following terms should be stated in your contract:

•	 Name and address of contracting parties
•	 Starting date of employment
•	 For fixed term contracts: length of employment period
•	 Job location or a note to the effect that the worker may be employed at  

different locations
•	 Job description
•	 Salary, including and detailing overtime pay, allowances, bonuses, extra payments and other 

components of your salary plus date of payment
•	 Working hours
•	 Length of annual leave
•	 Notice period for terminating employment
•	 Reference to any collective and internal company agreements that may apply

2. Minimum wage

A minimum wage is the lowest remuneration that an employee is entitled to. Remuneration can 
be determined as an hourly or monthly wage. As of 2019, the legal, nationwide minimum wage in 
Germany of 9,19 € per hour (gross) which applies to all employees working in Germany. As a gener-
al rule, the national minimum wage applies to everyone! However, for employees who have been 
unemployed long-term (for a year or more) immediately before taking up employment, the minimum 
wage does not apply for the first six months of employment.

Prior to the introduction of the national minimum wage in 2015, some industry sectors had already 
established higher minimum wages, e.g. the building sector (over 10,00 €/h) – these still apply. 
There are also a number of collective agreements which determine higher wages. If you are entitled 
to higher wages, these can be claimed in a court of law.

3. Non-payment of wages

If payment is delayed for a prolonged period, an employee is allowed to stop work until payment 
after giving notice. The employer has to continue paying wages for the time you don’t work. Legally, 
all work must be paid, so beware of unpaid labour! As a general rule, you should write down all the 
hours you have worked. It is important to make a note of the date, as well as the time you began 
and the time you stopped work. Also write down the times of any breaks you may have taken.

4. Overtime and night shifts

You may be asked to work up to 10 hours per day on a temporary basis, but the average work-
day must not exceed 8 hours. If you work night shifts, you are entitled to additional paid leave or a 
pay supplement (at least 25 %). According to the Working Time Act, the night shift generally lasts 
between 23:00 and 6:00.

5. Breaks / rest periods

The Working Time Act also stipulates that you are entitled to a 30 minute break after 6 hours of 
continuous work. After 9 hours, you are entitled to a 45 minute break. You may also take 2 to 
3 separate 15 minute breaks. Breaks are not counted as part of working time and are generally 
unpaid. If your breaks are shorter than 15 minutes, they do not count as unpaid break-time, but as 
paid (!) working time.

Between shifts you are entitled to an uninterrupted rest period of 11 hours at least.
Workplaces with more than 10 employees must have a break room.

Your breaks may not be 
interrupted.8 9
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6. Leave / rest

You are legally entitled to at least 24 working days of paid annual leave. You must take this leave 
during the current calendar year. Generally speaking, you cannot have leave transferred to the fol-
lowing year; only in some exceptional cases can leave be transferred to the first three months of the 
following year. Some collective agreements allow for more days of paid leave and even extra holiday 
pay. Sundays and holidays are days of rest, but there are a number of sectors excluded from this 
rule (e.g. hotels and restaurants).

7. Illness

Your employer pays about half of your health insurance costs. If you are sick and can’t work, your 
boss has to pay all your wages for up to 6 weeks. After that, the health insurance company will pay 
70% of your net wages for another 78 weeks maximum. But you have to have been employed for 
at least 4 weeks and you have to inform your boss immediately if you can’t work and roughly how 
long you will be sick. After three days at the latest, you must submit a sick note from you doctor. 
Please note: this means three calendar days, not three working days! If stipulated by your boss or 
stated in your contract or in the collective agreement for your industry sector, your boss can also 
demand a sick note on the very first day of illness.

8. Pregnancy and children

As a general rule, female employees can’t be fired from the beginning of pregnancy until 4 months 
after giving birth. In some cases, however, your boss can apply to the local government to agree to 
a dismissal. Your boss must make a rest room available to pregnant employees within the work-
place. You can take paid leave for the last 6 weeks before due date and until 8 weeks after giving 
birth (maternity leave). Theoretically you can work during this time – but only if you want to and at 
your own responsibility. You should, of course, not do this! There is a categorical ban on working for 
8 weeks after giving birth.

Both parents together can take 14 months of parental leave after birth during which time they will 
receive financial support from the government and are protected from dismissal.

If a child is ill, both parents are entitled to ten days leave per child. If you have several children, the 
maximum amount of leave is 25 days. Single parents are entitled to twice the amount of leave – 20 
days for each sick child and a maximum of 50 days for several children. If an employee has a seri-
ously ill child to care for, these restrictions may be lifted. Generally speaking, your boss has to pay 
100% of your wages for these days. However, the payment of wages in case of a sick child may be 
ruled out by a collective agreement. In this case you may be entitled to child care benefit payments. 
If the sick child is under twelve years old and there is no other person living in the household who is 
able to care for the child, these payments will be made by your health insurance company. To apply 
for child care benefit you will need a certificate from your pediatrician.

9. Dismissal / termination agreement

According to the Dismissal Protection Act, terminations based on misconduct must be preceded 
by warnings not to repeat said misconduct. Only severe cases of misconduct can lead to being 
fired without notice. This act provides safeguards against wrongful dismissal, but only applies after 
6 months of employment and to workplaces with more than 10 employees working for at least 30 
hours per week. Regardless of workplace size, you are entitled to 2 weeks of notice in your first 6 
months of employment after which you are entitled to 4 weeks or more, depending on tenure.

Dismissals must be undertaken in writing. Wrongful dismissals have to be contested within 3 
weeks. Your boss may demand that you sign your dismissal notice. Do not do this! In most cases 
this will be a so-called termination agreement. If you sign this, you may lose all your rights and may 
also be subjected to a ban on unemployment benefits or “Hartz IV”.

10. Unemployment

Hartz IV (aka ALG II) is a barebones unemployment insurance for the long-term unemployed, the 
short-term employed, low-income earners, etc. It covers your rent (if it is deemed not too high) and 
health insurance and includes a minimal allowance for food and such. If you work and earn less 
than the Hartz IV rate, you can become a so-called “Aufstocker”, i.e. the unemployment office will 
pay the difference between your wage and Hartz IV. If you have not worked long enough to qualify 
for full unemployment insurance, you can usually get Hartz IV. However, the exception proves the 

rule. For example, EU migrants need a side job where they earn at least ca. 200 €/month or they 
have to have been residents of Germany for at least 5 years in order to get Hartz IV. You should 
seek advice before applying.

If you have been an employee subject to statutory social security payments for at least 12 months 
over a period of two years in Germany, you are entitled to full unemployment benefits (ALG I). 
Unemployment benefits are calculated based on your average income over the last twelve months, 
including Christmas bonuses, holiday pay and any other one-off payments. This sum is used to cal-
culate a daily assessment wage which – after deducting payroll tax, solidarity surcharge and a flat 
21% for social security contributions – is your actual daily wage. An unemployed person will receive 
60% of this daily wage – 67% if you have children. You are entitled to ALG 1 payments for half of 
the amount of months that you have made social security payments in the last 24 months. In some 
cases this period may be extended. After this period ends, jobseekers move to Hartz IV.

11. Internships

In general, an internship is meant to be an opportunity to “try out” a job, not full-scale employment. 
For this reason, “genuine” internships are as a rule unpaid. Voluntary interns, unlike job trainees and 
student interns, have the same rights as employees do.

If you are an intern, you are also entitled to the statutory minimum wage if you fall into one of the 
following groups:

•	 Interns not working within a vocational training program or course of study who have already 
completed vocational training or course of study.

•	 Voluntary internships as a co-op program to a course of study or vocational training 
lasting over three months.

•	 Voluntary internships as a co-op program to a course of study or vocational training, if the  
student or trainee has already completed an internship with the same employer.

•	 Voluntary internships as a career or study orientation measure lasting over three months.

12. Freelancers / self-employed

Freelancers must be paid within one month after issuing their invoice. Most of the other rights listed 
here do not apply to them. However, you may be a “fictitious freelancer” and have the same rights 
as an employee. You would then have the right to a fixed contract. Under certain circumstances, it 
may be difficult to determine whether you are an employee or a freelancer. Above all, this depends 
on whether your work takes place as dictated by your boss, whether they tell you when and where 
to work, whether you are a fixed part of your employer’s organisation, and whether your work is for 
“third-party use”, i.e. if you work for your boss according to their plans.

The FAU Berlin is an independent grassroots union. It is part of the 
German Free Workers‘ Union (FAU) federation. Join us, take part,  
get active. 

https://berlin.fau.org
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Sebastian Schmieg
Humans As Software Extensions
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In 2008, the science-fiction movie Sleep Dealer by 
Alex Rivera envisioned a future which couldn’t be 
more timely: the border between Mexico und the 
US has been closed. Therefore, immigrant wor-
kers in the US have been replaced by robots. 
However, these robots are remotely controlled by 

people in Mexico who have their bodies plugged directly 
into the network.

Two years later, in 2010, Crowdflower CEO Lukas Biewald 
speaks of a similar situation:

“Before the Internet, it would be really difficult to find some-
one, sit them down for ten minutes and get them to work 
for you, and then fire them after those ten minutes. But with 
technology, you can actually find them, pay them the tiny 
amount of money, and then get rid of them when you don’t 
need them anymore.”

Biewald’s remarks, however, were not 
science-fiction. Instead, at that time 
they described a reality for some that 
has since become a reality for many: a 

contemporary condition and configuration that I would call 
humans as software extensions. In this configuration, people 
are extending computational systems by offering their bo-
dies, their senses, and their cognition; and specifically, bo-
dies and minds that can be easily plugged in, rewired, and di-
scarded. These are bodies and minds that are algorithmically 
managed and under the permanent pressure of constant 
availability, efficiency and perpetual self-optimization.

Being Universally Addressable and Programmable

As such, humans as software extensions are both the 
foundation and the result of something that we could call 
a computational megastructure. Benjamin Bratton offers a 
helpful model of such a megastructure which he calls The 
Stack. This model describes a computational totality of pla-
netary-scale that is comprised of six interdependent layers: 
earth, cloud, city, address, interface, and user; from ra-
re-earth minerals to fingers touching screens to bots living 
somewhere inside this global stack.

I

What makes Bratton’s model interesting is his proposition 
to consider all machines, software, etc. that surround us, 
and that we inhabit, not as separate but as forming a who-
le, even if that whole has come about accidentally. This to-
tality both describes and generates a new geography, e.g. 
the Costa Rica-Nicaragua border dispute that was fueled 
by Google Maps in 2010, or potentially the scenario descri-
bed in Sleep Dealer.

As Bratton characterizes users as expressions of platforms 
(the stack of layers), the Stack can also be considered a 
model that generates humans as software extension. A 
user is that which can initiate a so-called column inside the 
stack. Hence, a user can be a human, a bot, a car etc. For 
example, a message sent from one user to another travels 
from the sender at the top to the bottom of all layers, and 
then back up again to the receiver. Coming into existence 
as parts of columns that pass through the address and in-
terface layers, all users inside the Stack, including humans 
as software extensions, are universally addressable, and 
programmable.
￼
To be clear, from my point of view the model of planeta-
ry-scale computation as a totality is as much a reality – and 
not, at the same time, as Bratton points out – as it is also 
used as a gigantic fantasy and ideology of power, optimiza-
tion, and efficiency.

Let me give you a few examples of what I mean by humans 
as software extensions, and what effects this way of mana-
ging digital labor has on us.

Managing My Extensions

In 2015 I published a piece in which I explored digital colo-
nialism, and among other things Google’s and Facebook’s 
attempt to integrate into their services those 2/3 of the 
world’s population who are not online yet. Using drones 
and balloons circling above areas without internet connec-
tion, Google and Facebook want to “suck” that which is 
below up into the network.
￼
The piece which is called  How to Appear Offline Fore-
ver consist of a mix of found material – videos, images, and 
questions. There is also a layer of stories written and some-
times recorded by people from Silicon Valley, Sri Lanka, and 
Zambia which are all locations of importance in the piece’s 
story (Zambia is the country in which Facebook’s Internet.
org  premiered, and Sri Lanka was meant to be the first 
country to be served by Google Loon).

In order to get in contact with people in Sri Lanka, I en-
ded up using the outsourcing platform Upwork which of-
fers a highly efficient interface for hiring freelancers from all 
around the world. On their platform you can sort freelancers 
by price, skills, and ratings. Their user experience of hire & 
fire  is well crafted, offering freelancers as software exten-
sions that can be plugged in, and removed again easily. It 
doesn’t matter where, what or who they are – as long as 
they get it done.

Once the freelancers in Sri Lanka got to work, I noticed that 
I was not only able but also encouraged to spy on them: 
Upwork records key strokes and regularly takes screen-
shots while freelancers work, building a growing diary of 

their activity. I found myself in a situation in which I wasn’t 
only being surveilled by states or corporations. I was also 
doing the same myself, managing my extensions, spying 
on them in order to monitor their performance.

This is not them spying on us, us protecting ourselves 
against them through encryption. This is all of us fighting for 
our place in the network, trying to be valuable nodes.

Only 15 years ago, outsourcing via the Internet was a prac-
tice that could only be employed by big IT companies. To-
day, it is cheap and easy and can be done by anybody. A 
new service by Amazon called Amazon Key illustrates this 
rather new situation perfectly:

With Amazon Key, you can remotely grant access to your 
apartment, and using the Amazon Key camera, lock, and 
app, you can spy on the otherwise completely invisible wor-
kers from your smartphone. In Amazon’s promotional video, 
outsourcing doesn’t generate free time. Instead, it is born 
out of necessity. Implicitly, Amazon Key is also marketed as 
making possible the transformation from being managed to 
being able to also manage others – while not having to deal 
with them in person at all.

Now, everybody not only can but has to – and of course: wants 
to – employ humans as software extensions, at the same time 
having to remotely track and rate their performance.

The Total Freedom of Survival Creativity

Greatly simplifying a complicated situation and develop-
ment, we might say that while factory workers were and still 
are extending machines with their bodies, freelancers could 
escape the factory. Yet, they ended up as “flexible” extensi-
ons to the modern media assembly line through platforms 
like Upwork.

Now, in a more recent development, the alleged indepen-
dence and freedom of entrepreneurs (or more precise-
ly: gigtrepreneurs) turned out to be a diktat under which 
people have to invent their own jobs. Trying to anticipate 
possible ways in which they can extend temporary global 
assembly lines (or, in the framework of the Stack: confi-
gurations of columns), gigtrepreneurs package and offer 
their creativity in the form of so called gigs. Such gigs are 
sold on platforms like Fiverr for a fixed price (initially, each 
gig on Fiverr was priced at $5 with the platform keeping 
20%).

Some months ago, I found a way to directly access all vi-
deos that are uploaded to Fiverr in real time, including every 
single video that people working on the platform are pro-
ducing for their clients. Through this crack in the platform’s 
surface, I’ve been looking at the leaked stream of videos for 
days and weeks, downloading over 100 gigabyte of video.

Let me share some observations. On Fiverr it is dog-eat-
dog: be the best, the cheapest, the most creative, and 
the most  efficient. At the same time, everybody is also 
fighting against the platform’s algo-
rithms and clean interface that hide 
most gigs on page two, three or four, 
no matter how cheap, creative or ef-
ficient these gigs are.14 15
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As many gigs offer unrealistically short delivery times for 
creative work, it also becomes clear that the gigtrepreneurs 
themselves use bots, generators, and templates,  simula-
ting creative work, creating yet another layer of man-machi-
ne-complexity in which they are using automation in order 
to not be replaced by automation. Doing so, their biggest 
selling point seems to be their low cost coupled with a truly 
natural interface, a human being.

In contrast, there is another group of people consciously 
offering their bodies, often as carriers of messages. Here, 
the fantasy of the universal addressability, programmability 
and availability of all nodes manifests itself in the distant and 
often “exotic” body that acts as a screen. This goes hand in 
hand with gigs offering personalized porn and fetish videos.

Here we can summarize: being a human software exten-
sion on a hyper-competitive platform fosters and demands 
something that I would call survival creativity: doing whate-
ver it takes to survive in a competitive environment.

Let me remind you that Fiverr might be an extreme example 
but it exemplifies a development that has become a reality 
for many already. Furthermore, don’t be mistaken, there is 
no we and them. We are all human software extensions.

The Future of Work is a Lot of Work

So far, I’ve drawn this bleak picture of a quasi-totality of 
work and exploitation. In the previous examples, plat-
forms, software, and artificial intelligence acted as “scien-
tific management”, as the taylorist boss algorithmically 
distributing and modulating human workers as software 
extensions. However, don’t automation and artificial in-
telligence supposedly bring about a future without work? 
According to a rather popular concept of a technophile 
post-work society, this could be achieved by not only au-
tomating the management of working bodies and minds, 
but also completely replacing all human nodes with artifi-
cial intelligence as well.

While I think this is an excellent foundation for discussing 
our society’s obsession with work, I would argue that this 
accelerationist concept is as appealing as it is flawed (un-
fortunately). Artificial intelligence is an appropriation and a 
possible extrapolation of existing knowledge and skills, and 
as such it might as well do (some of) our jobs. But it is first 
and foremost a scheme to fragment work into tasks that can 
be done anywhere 24/7, and to make this labor invisible. 

Artificial intelligence’s recent awakening 
from hibernation cannot be explained 
by better algorithms alone. Next to big 
data, the new possibility of outsourcing 
clickwork via the internet on a massive 

scale for little or no money has probably been the most im-
portant factor in making possible this recent development. 
Here, machine vision is a good example that allows us to 
understand artificial intelligence as a global infrastructure that 
has a massive but mostly invisible workforce at its core.

Like many other machine vision datasets (e.g. ImageNet), 
Microsoft’s COCO image recognition dataset is based on 
photos culled from Flickr. The dataset’s true value derives 
from the 600.000+ segmentations manually created by 
Mechanical Turk crowd workers, based on those photos 
from Flickr. With Segmentation.Network I created a piece 
in which all segmentations are played back in a random or-
der, making visible some of the manual labor that goes into 
building artificial intelligence. Furthermore, it is also a piece 
about absence and irrelevance. Looking at the outlines, it 
becomes obvious that in each photo only a specific set of 
objects has been annotated and segmented while ever-
ything else has been deemed irrelevant. Therefore, each 
dataset can also be defined by its incompleteness.

Against this background, we have to realize that we can 
automate as much as we want, we will still have to train and 
maintain machines and software constantly. Thus, artificial 
intelligence creates yet another layer of badly or unpaid care 
and maintenance work which is often invisible on purpose.

(Of course, this needs to change, and feminist theory and 
practices have a lot say about this issue, as does for exam-
ple maintenance art).

Seizing the Means of Magic

Here, a case in point and, maybe, a possible solution: At 
the end of 2011, while still being students sharing a stu-
dio, Silvio Lorusso and I started to take a screenshot of eve-
ry single captcha that we had to solve while navigating the 
web. Over the years, proving that we are human time and 
time again, we captured hundreds of captchas, chronicling 
years of micro-labor as well as a history of captchas: from 

a technique to merely prevent spam to a method for deci-
phering house numbers and transcribing books to a means 
of teaching image recognition to AI software.

While we were still just collecting, in 2015, Gabriela Rojas-Lo-
zano filed a class action lawsuit against Google. She claimed 
that Google “operates a highly profitable transcription busi-
ness built upon free labor, which it deceptively and unfairly ob-
tains from unwitting website users”. Unfortunately, her claims 
were rejected on the grounds that “Plaintiff has not alleged any 
facts that plausibly suggest the few seconds it takes to type a 
second word is something for which a reasonable consumer 
would expect to receive compensation.”

If you do not believe in magic then I have 
two more suggestions about what we as 

software extensions can do.

However, her attempt to sue Google was still a success 
because it lead to the proof that Google has perfected a 
magical process in which work is transformed into literally 
nothing. Welcome Post-Work Society, after all!

How does this magical process work? It is rather simple: 
You take a job – let’s say transcribing books or the New 
York Times archive – and you fragment this job, and you 
fragment it more and more until, suddenly, the job is ma-
gically done without anyone ever having worked on it! Be-
cause, if nobody has to get paid then nobody had to work 
either, right? Hence, the judge’s statement is proof that this 
magic actually works. It gets better: Google still ends up 
being paid even though there is no job anymore.

What I want to suggest now is to seize the means of ma-
gic. Why not fragment those platforms that algorithmically 
manage us to such a degree that they simply do not exist 
anymore? Magically, their job will still be done, and in the 
end we get the money (I guess we could call a less magical 
version of this platform cooperativism).

By the way, Silvio and I have since published our complete col-
lection of captured captchas as a series of five handmade le-
porello books, and the books span a total length of 90 meters.

Covert Interventions

If you do not believe in magic then I have two more sugge-
stions about what we as software extensions can do.

In 2016, Donald Trump’s team hired a Singaporean teenager 
through Fiverr (the platform I talked about earlier) to convert 
a PowerPoint into a Prezi, basically outsourcing the “Make 
America Great Again” campaign. In my recent speculative 
video piece I Will say Whatever You Want In Front Of A Pizza, 
the protagonist who is not only working as a pizza delivery 
bot but also as a cloud-worker on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 
platform gets to know this Singaporean teenager.

And, at least in my speculative video, she’s got an idea. 
The idea is this: when we are extending software with our 
bodies and minds, we are also extending our reach into 
the software. And reaching into the software, being part 
of the software, we can start to manipulate these systems 
that govern us, and with which we have to govern others. 
Once we are plugged in, we can manipulate data, and we 
can create new and weird and slow and inefficient soft-
ware from within. It can be fun, like leaving easter eggs for 
others to find, realizing, yes, there are actual people inside 
these systems.

An Aesthetic of Detachment

Finally, I will end by making a fool of myself, talking about 
Mark Zuckerberg. Being a software extension can also offer 
a new aesthetic, and a new way of being, and I think this 
video which could be called the father of all stupid demos il-
lustrates this in a rather interesting way:

Here, for whatever reason, Zuckerberg demonstrates Face-
book’s VR by visiting Puerto Rico in the wake of hurricane 
Maria. Contrary to what he had intended, Zuckerberg as 
a crudely abstracted version of himself, turned into a soft-
ware extension, detaches and dissociates himself from the 
reality that he attempts to visit and connect to. This is what 
I like, and I think you will agree with me: software is not 
perfect, it’s full of bugs, it often behaves in unexpected and 
weird and glitchy ways, doing stupid things, often over and 
over again in an infinite loop.

Therefore, embracing the weird and abstract aesthetic of 
being a software extension could actually allow us to de-
tach ourselves from circumstances under which we are re-
quired to be our best working selves all 
the time. Pretending to be a bot could 
be a mask behind which we can hide.
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Uber, Lyft, Postmates, and Deliveroo. These 
words are now part of our everyday lexicon.

The gig economy has changed the world. 
I find it hard to remember when I didn’t see 
hundreds of delivery scooters zipping around 

the city near our office. Nor do I easily recall when it was 
unusual to see somebody happily getting into an unmar-
ked car driven by someone they didn’t know. From Beijing 
to London to San Francisco, our cities are bisected 24 
hours a day by the journeys of bicycle couriers, delivery 
mopeds, and taxi drivers.

I previously wrote that the explosion of the gig economy 
over the past decade has been primarily fueled by the mo-
ney of venture capitalists (VCs) and the software written by 
skilled and highly compensated software engineers. There 
is a notable dichotomy between the job security and in-
come of those who are creating this new economy and that 
of the gig workers who are generating the revenue, one 
delivery or ride-sharing trip at a time.

One could argue that the drawbacks of gig work far  
outweigh the benefits.

In the race to rapidly grow the companies that utilize gig 
work, huge net losses are generated, signifying high risk for 
future investors and workers. Gig economy platforms such 
as Lyft and Uber, in their sprint for market dominance, dra-
matically undercut traditional companies such as local taxi 
and courier firms. These tactics create new unicorns that 
grow and become immensely valuable for their founders 
and staff. The VCs and investors that propelled their growth 
receive significant returns on their money.

And while this furious competition is excellent for con-
sumers, who get cheaper, faster, and more technologi-
cally advanced services, what becomes of the human 
beings who generate revenue by driving and biking day 

and night, come rain or shine? Are 
the workers an afterthought in this 
economy? One could argue that the 
drawbacks of gig work far outweigh 
the benefits. There is no job security. 

There is the stress of unpredictable income. There is a 
reliance on algorithms to get work. Ratings systems cast 
their judgment.

If labor laws change and these companies cannot operate 
as they currently do, or if cities and countries ban them 
altogether, gig workers may quickly find themselves out of 
a job with no safety net. Comparatively, the VCs expose 
themselves to little risk through their diverse portfolios. The 
software engineers can easily find high-paying jobs elsew-
here in today’s buoyant job market.

We all know that gig workers want better conditions. There 
have been protests and strikes around the world for many 
years. A common — and privileged — response to com-
plaints from gig workers over their conditions is that if they 
don’t like their jobs, they can quit. Nobody is forcing them 
to work at these companies. However, this misses import-
ant nuances about the diverse demographics who deliver 
your food and drive you to the airport.

We can partition those who are working in the gig economy 
into groups based on their motivation. A 2015 analysis publis-
hed by Uber’s head of policy research found that 51% of dri-
vers work one to 15 hours a week, 30% work 16 to 34 hours, 
12% work 35 to 49 hours, and 7% work more than 50 hours. 
It could therefore be observed that a comparably small pro-
portion of Uber drivers are responsible for a majority of rides.

Given that a worker chooses how many hours to drive, we 
can interpret that choice as an indicator of their needs. If we 
consider the gig economy as a whole, the Pew Research 
Center reported that 56% of surveyed gig workers were 
financially reliant on gig work, versus 42% who could live 
comfortably without the income. Given that 57 million peo-
ple in the United States alone are taking part in the gig eco-
nomy, the nearly 24 million people using it to earn supple-
mental income are clearly reaping the reward of additional, 
flexible work at the press of a button — work that didn’t 
exist until companies like Uber and Lyft were created.

Additional studies show that for some, gig work can be 
much better than the available alternatives. A 2018 study 
of Uber drivers in the United Kingdom showed that the 
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vast majority of the U.K.’s drivers are “male immigrants 
primarily drawn from the bottom half of the London in-
come distribution.” These immigrant workers moved into 
the gig economy from permanent part- or full-time jobs 
and reported higher life satisfaction than in their previous 
jobs. Although the drivers are still in a lower income bra-
cket, many are earning more money through Uber than 
they were before and are able to do so on their terms. A 
similar U.S.-based study in 2017 reported that driving for 
Uber gave workers flexibility that was unmatched by other 
working arrangements and, often, greater pay.

One could posit that these two groups are at the higher 
and lower ends, respectively, of income distribution. Those 
who are not reliant on gig work and use it for supplemental 
income are likely well-off, at least comparatively. Those who 
find that it offers better flexibility and pay than other alter-
natives are presumably in a lower socioeconomic bracket 
and have fewer specialized and transferable skills, meaning 
gig work is their best overall option.

But despite the benefit of being able to open an app, jump 
in a vehicle, and immediately earn money, the rapid glo-
bal proliferation of gig work has created widespread friction 
and controversy. From protests to sexual harassment to 
mental health issues to suicides, rarely a week has gone 
by without a media furor. Although many gig workers report 
some satisfaction with their arrangement, there are clearly 
problems, and workers are starting to take action.

The challenging side of gig economy conditions has inspi-
red grassroots action through organizations such as the 
Independent Workers Union of Great Britain (IWGB). Its 
stance on the gig economy is that it unjustly classes in-
dividuals as “independent contractors” in order to deprive 
them of employment rights. Local branches of the IWGB, 
such as the Bristol Couriers Network, have organized tar-
geted strikes against gig economy platforms such as De-
liveroo, demanding minimum payment guarantees and a 
recruitment freeze to ensure that there is enough work for 
couriers to have a dependable income.

Despite our rebellious impulse to root for the underdog, 
our underdogs have now become the dominant players 
in the market.

There is a parallel with the controversy over so-called ze-
ro-hours contracts in the U.K. Also known as casual con-
tracts, the employee is on call to work when the company 
needs them. They do not necessarily have to be given any 
work by the company, and they do not have to work when 
asked. On the surface, this seems like a similar situation to 
those who are doing gig work: It’s flexible work that is there 
for workers to take or leave.

However, the Trades Union Congress argues that these 
contracts exploit workers, stating that the flexibility they of-
fer is good only for employers and not for the employees. 
Increasingly unstable economic conditions have seen 
workplaces replace traditional full-time or part-time staff 
with zero-hours contracts, meaning staff cannot guarantee 
their income or easily plan their working hours. The BBC 
reports that 2.4% of the working population in the U.K. are 
working zero-hours contracts, but two-thirds of those wor-
kers would prefer fixed hours.

According to the U.K. government, zero-hours contracts, 
despite offering unpredictable hours and, therefore, unpre-
dictable income, must ensure that the national minimum 
wage is paid and that workers are entitled to statutory an-
nual leave. Gig work is arguably even less secure, given 
that there is no guarantee of any income due to the arran-
gement’s casual nature and because the pool of available 
work is regulated by two uncontrollable forces: the demand 
for services and the number of other workers competing for 
jobs at any particular time.

There have been numerous times in history in which wor-
kers were flocking to jobs with poor conditions. One notable 
period was the Industrial Revolution. Wages were low, and 
work was monotonous and unregulated. Poor conditions 
for workers led to backlash, protests, and attempts at uni-
onization. However, the surplus of available work during the 
Industrial Revolution was continually filled by mass immig-
ration to the U.K., ensuring that factory owners never had a 
staff shortage. This lessened the effect of labor unions since 
the effect of strikes and walkouts were minimal. Does that 
sound familiar? Perhaps we find ourselves in another trans-
formational period for our economy and the nature of work.

Conditions during the Industrial Revolution gave birth to la-
bor laws that underpin traditional employment today. The 
series of Factory Acts passed in the 1800s in the U.K. limi-
ted the minimum age of workers, the maximum hours per 
day they were legally allowed to work, and weekend wor-
king hours. Similar reform occurred in the United States, 
ultimately resulting in the Fair Labor Standards Act being 
passed in 1938, ensuring that workers had the right to a mi-
nimum wage, as well as overtime pay when working more 
than 40 hours a week.

In an article by Lee Fang for the Intercept, he argues that the 
race for Lyft, Uber, and their siblings to initial public offerings 
(IPOs) is partly driven by investors and founders looking to 
cash out at the highest possible valuation before labor laws 
catch up with them and potentially break the model that 
has given them their multibillion-dollar valuations. If Lyft re-
ally does lose $1.50 per ride, how much would it lose if it 
had to provide securities and benefits for its workers in line 
with those in permanent employment? In fact, when Uber 
filed for its IPO last week, its S-1 filing stated that “our busi-
ness would be adversely affected if drivers were classified 
as employees instead of independent contractors.”

Despite our rebellious impulse to root for the underdog, our 
underdogs have now become the dominant players in the 
market. For all our hatred of monopolies, the antiquated New 
York City taxi medallion system that Uber and Lyft has disrup-
ted held a number of benefits for those who worked within it.

In 1937, New York City officials decided that owning or lea-
sing a licensed taxi medallion — displayed on the hood of 
every working cab — was legally required in order to opera-
te as a driver in the city. The medallion system was installed 
in response to the chaotic, unregulated taxi situation of the 
early 1930s. The city was flooded with cabs, congestion 
was rife, and driving was dangerous.

Rather than relying on legislation to curb 
and cap them, why can’t they lead the 
way with changes that benefit society?18 19
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The number of medallions was capped, which, in addition 
to reducing congestion, meant that medallions became very 
valuable: As recently as 2013, a medallion sold for $1.3 mil-
lion at auction. Although a taxi driver’s income is moderate, 
the medallion system ensured that there was predictable 
income, since people in New York City always want cabs 
and the medallion cap limited the supply of cars. Purcha-
sing a medallion was an investment, much in the same way 
that owning a property is. Upon reaching retirement, a taxi 
driver selling a medallion meant a secure future. But the 
disruption to New York City taxis by Uber and Lyft — these 
legal but unregulated and uncapped taxi companies — has 
driven down the price of medallions from the 2013 high of 
$1.3 million to a recent low of $160,000.

The regulated system had its flaws, especially for pass-
engers, who often had to struggle to find available cabs 
during periods of peak demand, but it did provide some 
worker security. Now that taxi medallions are not as va-
luable as they once were, yellow cab drivers will have to 
work out whether keeping them remains financially viable 
over the long run or if they would be better off driving in the 
gig economy. In 2014, Uber stated that the median wage 
for an UberX driver working a 40-hour week in New York 
City was $90,766 a year, compared to around $30,000 for 
a yellow cab driver. However, these earnings have been 
disputed. More recently, the Economic Policy Institute re-
leased a report showing that drivers earn just $9.21 per 
hour once commission, fees, vehicle wear and tear, and a 
modest health insurance package are taken into account. 
In December, legislation passed to ensure that Uber dri-
vers in New York City earn a minimum wage of $17.22 per 
hour after expenses.

Similar patterns are being repeated the world over. The sur-
ge and disruption of gig economy work all but forces those 
who are currently working in traditional regulated industries 
to join it. In doing so, they subject themselves to less pro-
tection from their employer and open themselves up to high 
risk if they are unable to keep working. Ten years ago, if a 
medallion-holding taxi driver became too sick to continue 
working, selling the medallion would be a reasonable way 
to exit with dignity. In the present day, our gig driver will 
have to hope they can find some other means of income.

Although this outlook could be considered dreary, I believe 
that within all disruption and chaos comes opportunity. The-
re has been a tremendous amount of opportunity for new 
economies to be created, for companies to thrive, and for 
millions of workers around the world to find new ways of 
making an income for themselves and their families. No new 
and disruptive thing is ever entirely good, but I believe that, 
in the long term, the gig economy will be better for everyone 
involved — from the customer to the gig worker to the com-
panies themselves.

The question is how we decide to arrive at this better fu-
ture. In the past, change has come through legislation, 
such as the Factory Acts of the Industrial Revolution in 
the 1800s and the New York City taxi medallion system in 

the 1930s. We see similar legislative 
progress today, albeit at a pace that 
is probably too slow to make a mea-
ningful difference. I believe the crea-
tors of gig economy platforms have a 

decision to make that can become a differentiator in how 
they grow their businesses over the next 10 years: How 
can they use their position of power to become a force for 
good? Rather than relying on legislation to curb and cap 
these industries, why can’t they lead the way with chan-
ges that benefit society?

Here is my challenge to the gig economy platforms: Which 
company is going to be the first to ensure the best possible 
deal for its workers?

Gig economy platforms are technology giants employing 
some of the world’s smartest people. They have global re-
ach and vast, deep data sets describing the world’s lifestyle 
habits. Given that consumers are happy with the services 
provided, how can companies begin to turn their efforts to-
ward creating the best possible experience for their wor-
kers?

Within the past year, major gig economy platforms, such 
as Deliveroo, have implemented insurance for their riders. 
Other platforms are following suit. But I believe there are 
more fundamental changes that could help workers thrive 
and thus attract customers to the services that have worker 
well-being in mind.

Allowing workers to identify as full-time and reliant on their 
income versus being part-time and earning a supplement 
could bias gig distribution in favor of those who need the 
money while still supporting the needs of both groups of 
workers. Additionally, the geographical data available within 
the system could prevent bicycle couriers from having to 
ride punishing uphill delivery routes or carry challenging and 
dangerous loads. Instead of fueling a subprime auto loan 
market, ride-hailing companies could offer better incentives 
to full-time workers to fund purchasing their own car with 
competitive loans, or perhaps partner with existing car ren-
tal networks to allow people to drive without needing to use 
their own vehicle.

In other industries, consumers are beginning to make more 
considered choices about where they spend their money. In 
the clothing industry, higher prices typically ensure that ma-
terials are ethically sourced and that workers in the supply 
chain are compensated fairly. The same is true for groce-
ries: Higher-priced organic vegetables ensure that both the 
environment and the farmer get a good deal.

Here is my challenge to the gig economy platforms: Which 
company is going to be the first to ensure the best possible 
deal for its workers? Why should we wait for legislation to 
make things better? We as technologists should be trying 
to address these societal problems ourselves. I’d pay more 
per ride to ensure that I was properly supporting drivers 
who are reliant on the income. I’d wait longer for my meal to 
ensure that an appropriately suitable rider and a calm route 
are chosen. We’ve seen which companies have succeeded 
at being the biggest. Now it’s time to see which will suc-
ceed at being the best.
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“Amazon flex block grabber homemade pick up 5 block a day and 35 block a week 
$$$$$$$1500” 2019, video compilation, stills

Amazon flex is an app based delivery service. Like with Uber or Foodora workers 
can sign up and deliver amazon packages around town with their private car. The 
delivery assignments are offered through the app as ‚blocks‘. 

Growing competition led to different tricks to maximize the chance for being the first 
to accept a job offer. In numerous YouTube tutorials workers explain how to build a 
mechanical ‚block grabber‘ bot. These motorized DIY constructions continuously 
click buttons in the Amazon flex app to accept a new ‚block‘ as quick as possible.
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The future of work is happening now. Platform 
companies like Uber or Deliveroo collect massi-
ve amounts of data about workers to automate 
their decision-making systems (Rosenblat and 
Stark, 2016). Algorithmic management is also 
used to control the workers. During our research 

about Deliveroo and Foodora, we found that the digital con-
trol of couriers operates by automatically sorting workers 
into three categories based on their personal statistics. 
Only the workers with the best statistics get the promised 
flexibility when it comes to choosing shifts, while the worst 
performers can be fired based on algorithmic recommen-
dations (Ivanova et al., 2018).

Digital control is not unique to the food delivery sector or 
even the platform economy. Workers at Amazon warehou-
ses or call centres are faced with a similar challenge (Ro-
zwadowska, 2018; Woodcock, 2017; Moore, 2018): how is 
the data produced at work collected, processed and used 
to evaluate our work? Technologies are transforming ma-
nagement in many sectors, so perhaps we all should be 
asking ourselves: are my data rights protected at work?

The answer to this question might be the key to securing 
the healthy balance of power of future work relations. In 
principle, the workers in Europe have their data rights pro-
tected by national labour laws and the General Data Pro-
tection Regulation (GDPR). Are these regulations sufficient 
to protect workers at a time when digitisation of the work-
place is accelerating?

The GDPR did provide a useful common legal standard, 
which harmonises the rules for all companies in Europe. 
The regulation prohibits using automated processing, which 
produces “legal effects” or similarly significant results for the 
worker without human involvement (Article 22). Moreover, if 
specific rules are introduced by European member states 
or collective agreements, they should protect the human 
dignity of the data subjects, as well as “their legitimate in-
terests and fundamental rights, with particular regard to the 
transparency of processing, [..] and monitoring systems of 
the workplace.” (Article 88)

However, it appears that there are significant gaps in the 
current framework, which leave some workers vulnerab-
le and voiceless. For example, the platform workers who 
work as self-employed do not enjoy the same rights as 
employees who can form works councils or trade unions 
(Degner and Kocher, 2018). In other words, they cannot 
bargain around the use of technology as part of the col-
lective agreements with employers. As a result, in platform 
companies - where traditional unions are often unwilling or 
unable to organise, the workers have little or no say on how 
the technology used to control them is designed.

Indeed, the basic principle of digital platform employers 
is that of an information asymmetry between the compa-
nies and people who work for them (Rosenblat and Stark, 
2016). As our research among Berlin food-delivery compa-
nies reveals, workers have very little information about the 
technology used to monitor them (Ivanova et al., 2018). For 
a healthy balance of power to be reestablished, workers 
need more than just access to their own data – they also 
need information about the parameters used to evaluate 
them and the design of the automated control.

As we mark the one-year anniversary of the GDPR, it is 
time to say loud and clear: the current regulatory framework 
might not be sufficient to protect our rights in a digitised 
workplace. We should consider codifying the principles for 
workers’ privacy and data protection developed by trade 
unions and technical organisations in a regulation that is 
specific to the workplace. Also, it would make a difference 
to introduce standards for designing accountable systems 
before they are rolled out, so that workers’ interests are 
represented already in the technology development phase 
(Wagner and Bronowicka, 2019). We should also think ab-
out strengthening the institutions responsible for the imple-
mentation of laws or for creating new ones, like the Euro-
pean Labor Inspection.

As we contemplate how to improve the existing rules, we 
desperately need research into the detailed reality of the 
implementation of the GDPR in a wide variety of workpla-
ces. This kind of research is difficult because it needs to ac-
count for algorithm rules, which are dynamic and opaque. 
It requires trans-disciplinary work of legal, social and tech-
nical researchers who combine methods to analyse impact 
on workers data rights and well-being. Providing workers 
and researchers with access to data and inviting workers 
to co-design the technology can spur innovation – the kind 
that puts the interest of workers at the centre. The future of 
work is happening now, let’s make sure it is a fair one.
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We have our pride in working on the streets on our bicycles, we 
have our dignity in being free to wear whatever we see fit for our 
work day. It can be called schein-selbständigkeit, and it is, it is 
entirely fake form of supposed enterpreneurship. Yet it gave us 

a bit of space, in accepting our fake-independence, we also embraced the 
few freedoms they had to grant to us. They could not supervise us, they 
could only manipulate our working conditions. The bicycles are our terri-
tory. We find our pride and diginity in what is ours, in our survival. They 
created this fake-micro-market where we are forced to compete against 
each other. But the streets are ours. The traffic, the wind, the rain, the ex-
haustion, the boredom, bicycle break down – we survived. We never loved 
Deliveroo. We just loved the streets despite of Deliveroo.

It‘s true those venture capitalists did not care to pay pension insu-
rances or health insurances or accident insurances. They cared for nothing. 
They only gave us “opportunities”, opportunities to compete with each 
other over who got the nicest orders and made the most out of what work 
happened to be available that evening. But we still preferred our bicycles 
to some other crappy minimum wage job. At least we felt we had some 
agency. We could earn more by riding faster. We could choose not to go to 
work next week, if we worked enough last week.

We would curse those venture fund asses any time we met each ot-
her – but a rider did not want someone to come tell them that we were 
victims. Someone to come and tell them they had no agency and needed to 
get it from a union. Of course we knew we only competed with each other, 
on terms set by the company, but we just didn‘t think of it that much. Many 
didn‘t believe the game could be changed. So we played, thinking we 
wouldn‘t do it for that long time anyway. There was solidarity between the 
regulars, but there were always enough newbies who didn‘t know anyone. 
One works alone in this job, and has no means to contact anyone. It takes 
time before one finds friendly colleagues on the streets, gets connected, 
and can learn from the fellow riders.

We were dispersed on the streets. How does one organise one‘s col-
leagues for a strike when one does not know how many are on this shift 
and where they are? In the beginning we had a chat platform, but the com-
pany took it down. It was more valuable to them to make it more difficult 
for us to get into contact with each other, than to listen to what we were 
talking about. They did not care what we were thinking and talking about. 
Their only concern was to have every order delivered. They chose to treat 
us as an anonymous crowd of production animals. We had to chase each 
other on the streets to reach out to our colleagues. To build a bit of that 
community the management of the company was so scared of. Solidarity 
that is a disturbance to the games they play with us.

30.8.2019 
Akseli Aittomäki
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Gig economy jobs have soared in recent ye-
ars, but as the consumer receives a quick ser-
vice or a same-day delivery product, what are 
the workers getting? When this type of work, 
including ride-hailing services and ice cream 
delivery came along, some thought women 

would benefit greatly. But data shows that this hasn’t oc-
curred yet, as inequality is a growing component of the 
global workforce. There has been an “Uberization” of what 
the gig economy is today, and those jobs are mainly done 
by men which has left the discussion about women in this 
sector primarily on the side.

Knowledge@Wharton: A report by Julia Ticona, Assistant 
Professor in the Annenberg School of Communication at 
the University of Pennsylvania, takes a look at these issues. 
The report is titled “Beyond Disruption: How Tech Shapes 
Labor Across Domestic Work and Ridehailing.” It’s a plea-
sure to have Julia joining us here in-studio. Nice to meet you.

Julia Ticona: Thank you so much, Dan. I appreciate it.

Knowledge@Wharton:  Thank you. Let’s dig into the re-
search and give us a backstory about how you accomplis-
hed this, and what you were looking for.

Julia Ticona: Absolutely. My co-authors and I, Alexandra 
Mateescu and Alex Rosenblat, who are both colleagues 
of mine at the Data & Society Research Institute, which is 
where I was a post-doc as I did this research. We noticed in 

2016 that women were being comple-
tely left out of this media coverage and 
business knowledge and understan-
ding about what was happening in the 
gig economy and in the future-of-work 

conversations in general, which was really disturbing to us 
– especially because at the time the Pew Research Centers 
put out a report in 2016 that showed that 55% of the peo-
ple who actually find paid work that they do through these 
online labor platforms were women.

And I’m a sociologist by training, and when you see 55% of 
women doing something at the same rate as men, right? – so 
basically men and women doing something at roughly equal 
rates – it’s pretty remarkable in the world of work. Because of-
tentimes with men and women, our labor is very “gender-seg-
regated,” as they say.

That prompted us to say, “We need to be paying more at-
tention to what women are doing with these apps on these 
platforms.” Along with my two co-authors, we interviewed 
ridehailing drivers. These are folks who are working for Uber 
and Lyft. And we compared those folks to people who were 
finding work through domestic work apps. These are work 
apps like TaskRabbit and Handy, and also care work apps 
like Care.com, UrbanSitter, and Sittercity.

Knowledge@Wharton: Why do you think, then, there was 
this dynamic in place where there was more attention given 
to the men in this workplace or this sector than there was 
to the women?

Julia Ticona:  I think it’s Uber, honestly. Uber has, as a 
company, pursued a kind of public relations strategy that 
is like disaster governance, right? They’re just governing 
by scandal, or they’re using all of these scandals around 
their platforms to give themselves more public relations, 
good or bad. I think the company has changed tactics now, 
thankfully. But at the time that we were starting this report, 
and also if you think about around 2014 – which is where 
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we saw this peak Uber coverage – you know, you couldn’t 
open The Wall Street Journal, The New York Times, any 
kind of business publication without seeing something ab-
out the latest scandal or something that Uber was doing.

And at that same time, the platforms where these women 
are finding work – I’m not saying “employ,” because they 
are not employers – where they’re workers, were not pur-
suing that kind of public relations strategy in large part be-
cause the kind of work that women do through these apps 
requires a degree of trust and this kind of solidarity and care 
with the clients that they were meeting that just doesn’t jive 
with that kind of a public relations strategy, right?

And so I really think that they were being left out of these 
major publications because of the way that these compa-
nies are covered in the media.

Knowledge@Wharton: What was the impact, then, from 
this type of an approach playing out in the gig economy, 
especially with some of these other areas of it? When we 
think “gig economy,” we first obviously think about ridesha-
ring. But with the care positions, what kind of impact were 
you seeing?

Julia Ticona:  In terms of what was happening with the 
platforms on the –

Knowledge@Wharton:  Correct. And the impact on the 
worker.

Julia Ticona: What we’ve seen overall is really that these 
platforms have created a multiplying effect of the ways that 
domestic workers look for work nowadays. And so domes-
tic workers have always been in this kind of informal and gray 
part of the labor market, right? A lot of domestic work hap-
pens under the table. A lot of these folks are undocumented 
immigrants, right? That’s absolutely on purpose that that is 
happening that way. But these workers have always found 
work. It has always been necessary for them to look for work 
through five or six different means all at the same time.

They use agencies. They look for work online through things 
like Craigslist, on Facebook. They use word-of-mouth networ-
king and they find each other jobs through friend networks 
and other people that they’ve worked with at past jobs.

And what we’ve seen with the entrance of platforms into 
this economy is that this has added a whole other layer, a 
whole other consideration that these workers have to take 
into account when they’re doing their job search. It’s basi-
cally adding more unpaid labor.

Knowledge@Wharton:  But in many cases, these are 
apps and sites that are determining a lot of this informa-
tion through algorithms. How does the use of the algorithm 
have an impact on this, as well?

Julia Ticona: Yes, that’s a great question. What we found is 
the way that algorithms function in this environment is a little 
bit different from the way that they function in ridehailing and 
in some of these other more familiar platform environments. 
What we found was that these care work companies, much 
like Uber and Lyft, claim that they’re democratizing work, 
right? They’re bringing down the barriers, they’re making it 

so that anybody and everybody who wants to care for a kid 
or an elderly person can come in – as long as they pass a 
background check – to do that.

And where we come from as a critical social science per-
spective on this is saying instead of taking that company 
line at face value, what we wanted to look at is when you 
democratize something, you’re not necessarily just remo-
ving, destroying barriers. But those barriers move around. 
And so what we wanted to understand is, okay – what are 
the new barriers? How are those barriers being shifted, and 
who are they maybe disproportionately affecting?

And what we found is that algorithms function differently on 
these care websites, because they don’t monitor and track 
the execution of work tasks. So as an Uber driver – the al-
gorithm is tracking, we believe, the speed of your car, how 
you brake, all these different things. With care, they’re not 
trying to track how quickly you bathe a child or how effec-
tively you deliver that snack to them – yet, at least – they’re 
not trying to track those things. But what they are doing is 
they’re trying to match clients and workers together in a 
very effective way. And so what we found the effect of this 
is that there is an immense pressure on workers to brand 
themselves, to present themselves in a way that makes 
them seem trustworthy and employable and recognizable 
to these algorithms.

So whether or not you’re actually trustworthy and emp-
loyable, which is a whole separate question, the algorithms 
prioritize different things in making workers present them-
selves in particular ways.

Knowledge@Wharton:  So then are we talking about a 
necessary change that needs to occur within either the 
thought process with these companies or the actual algo-
rithm, so that you don’t have to perceive yourself as being 
trustworthy? You just are trustworthy on your persona.

Julia Ticona: Yes, that’s a good question. I think there are 
a bunch of changes that companies could probably make 
to lessen the pressures of some of these environments that 
they’ve created for workers. But I see my role as a resear-
cher as really bringing these experiences to the surface, 
and really saying that when we ignore women’s experien-
ces in this part of the labor market, we completely miss the 
importance of these experiences and kind of leave it to the 
companies, leave it to the policy researchers to really use 
their expertise and make those decisions about how those 
changes should be made.

Knowledge@Wharton:  But are the companies aware of 
them? You mentioned Care.com being one of them. Is Care.
com aware of some of these issues and understanding 
that they recognize this and that maybe they need to make 
change or they need to tweak their process moving forward?

Julia Ticona: Yes, I believe so. I tend to come at this re-
search from a place of good faith, where I really believe that 
these companies are trying to do the 
right thing. I think they have bottom li-
nes. I think they need to make money 
for their shareholders. Care.com is a 
publicly traded company. It has been 34 35
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a publicly traded company for many, many years, as oppo-
sed to a company like Uber that just went public a couple 
of months ago. And I think they’re always trying to balance 
those priorities, as any kind of business does.

I think because they haven’t had the kind of public scrutiny 
that some of these other companies have had, that maybe 
they’ve been able to fly under the radar a little bit more. And 
I do see a part of my role as to kind of bring that out and 
to say, “Hey, we should be looking at these technologies 
that are affecting a huge number of workers.” Care.com 
has 11.5 million workers who are registered to work on their 
platform in the United States alone. And this is an interna-
tional platform, right? That is a huge amount of Americans 
or people who are living in this country who are affected 
by these technologies. And so I think it’s time to publicly 
recognize these inequalities.

Knowledge@Wharton:  But then I would imagine there 
also has to be a concern around data privacy with this, as 
well. Because if you have 11.5 million people registered, 
and probably not all are active at one particular time, you’re 
still talking about a lot of personal data that is in the Care.
com system and obviously in the internet that will benefit 
people that would want to have a caregiver, but also is a 
potential touch point for a hacker, for somebody looking to 
steal information.

Julia Ticona: Yes, absolutely. You’re right on target. There 
are two ways that this is really important. The first is that 
one of the things that workers really told us as being con-
cerning about the platform is their sense that what – to put 
it colloquially – “What happens on Care.com doesn’t stay 
on Care.com.” Right? It just kind of migrates all over the 
internet, because these are networked media, so they’re 
not these kind of walled gardens where things just kind of 
stay within one site.

So as an example, on Care.com when you create a profile, 
the default is that that profile is public. And what that means 
is that all of this personal information – and workers are en-
couraged to post profile pictures, biographical descriptions 
about themselves and their work history, their education 
history, their weekly schedule availability. They are encoura-
ged to connect their social media accounts – any of these 
ways that you can make yourself individually visible are pu-
blicly available, visible on the internet.

And so you or I or anybody without a Care.com account 
can Google “nanny” and a person’s name. Or “elder care 
worker” and maybe a city, and all of that information co-
mes up through Google. So data privacy in this context is 
extremely important, especially for this workforce, who we 
know are overwhelmingly women of color and has a high 
proportion of undocumented folks in that industry.

Knowledge@Wharton:  You have also talked about the 
fact that there’s an element of this where these workers 
are also to a degree treated like consumers in this pro-
cess, as well, which I think when you look at that speci-

fically, you want to have a differentia-
tion between worker and consumer, 
but maybe that wall is not there.

Julia Ticona: Yes, so this is a line where Care.com and the-
se other care platforms are actually similar to the ridehailing 
platforms. And my colleague Alex Rosenblat has written 
about this in her book called Uberland, which if you’re inte-
rested in this, you should definitely check out, where there’s 
this kind of blurring of the boundaries with language. This 
is where language and culture become really important, 
where these companies will refer to all of their users – so 
meaning people who are requesting rides, people who are 
giving the rides in their cars – all as “users” of their platform.

And these care websites actually do exactly the same thing. 
And where we’ve seen this is in their handling of scams. So 
something that a lot of people might not know if they ha-
ven’t used these websites is that scams are really rampant 
on these websites. So care workers are being constantly 
bombarded with fake jobs, where they’re being offered ex-
orbitant amounts of money to care for children that don’t 
really exist. And they’re essentially fake check scams, so 
they’re not very sophisticated scams. But what they do is 
they basically prey on newcomers, and those nannies are 
then solicited to send a check to an address, and then they 
lose that money.

And so what we see when the care platforms are trying 
to protect workers against this, are trying to inform them 
about these scams, is that they tell workers that if they su-
spect a scam is happening, that they should obviously tell 
the platform. They can flag an account. But they should 
also report these people to the FTC – the Federal Trade 
Commission – which is the federal agency that regulates 
consumer issues, and not to the Bureau of Labor or so-
mething like that. And so we can see this kind of slippage 
where workers are being regulated as consumers, or are 
being kind of encouraged to pursue those.

Knowledge@Wharton: And I think that’s part of a bigger 
question which we’ve talked a lot about on other topics in 
this show of whether or not there is a true understanding by 
the U.S. government, by agencies within the U.S. govern-
ment of the potential pitfalls that are here, this being an-
other instance. We’ve talked about what’s happened with 
Facebook and the Equifax scandal, as well. But now you’re 
talking about the potential of another entity that could very 
well be in this same type of realm because of the data, be-
cause of whatever the level for data security that might be 
occurring with these companies.

Julia Ticona:  Yes, and actually the news about the FTC 
and the Facebook fine that was just recently levied is actu-
ally very hopeful to me. I think, again, I’m not on the policy 
side of things. I like to stay on the research side. I leave it 
to the policy folks to decide what the best strategy is as far 
as where the political momentum is and what they’re able 
to do politically to regulate these companies. But I think 
there’s a case to be made that when you look at different 
types of platforms – social media platforms, labor platforms 
– there are a lot of similarities there in terms of the kind of 
power and the kind of data that they have access to that 
might require similar kinds of regulation.

Knowledge@Wharton:  I mentioned the impact on the 
people who are working in these areas, but what about the 
impact on the companies themselves?

Julia Ticona: The impact of…?

Knowledge@Wharton:  Well, they’re obviously potentially 
looking at Facebook, looking at a huge fine, looking at a 
massive loss. But then from the bottom line, if it’s a publicly 
traded company, they’re looking at a negative financial im-
pact on their bottom line, as well.

Julia Ticona: Yes, absolutely. I would love to learn more 
about that. I would love to get the good folks at Wharton to 
explain how those business dynamics work to me.

Knowledge@Wharton:  How do you think, then, the in-
equality needs to be better addressed?

Julia Ticona: Yeah, I think there needs to be a much broa-
der conversation, a much broader acknowledgement of 
the importance of data protection as worker protection. 
And that when we’re talking about workers’ rights, when 
we’re talking about things like equal pay, non-discrimination 
against different kinds of minority groups – all these kinds of 
worker protection – even when you think about things like 
basic benefits, like access to insurance and other kinds of 
workplace protection. I think when we think about work-
place protection for the 21st century, data protection has 
to be a part of that conversation. And I think in that way, 
studying what might seem as a kind of esoteric or kind of 
weird case – these domestic workers on labor platforms 
might not seem like the most relevant group of workers to 
be studying – but these folks are, I believe, for lack of a 
better phrase, “canaries in the coal mine” for pressures, for 
things that are going to be affecting all of us as American 
workers in the years to come.

And so I think it’s in our own interests, not just in the inter-
ests of this particular group of workers, that we pay atten-
tion to the kinds of inequalities that they’re facing, because 
they’re soon going to be facing all of us.

Knowledge@Wharton:  Are you optimistic that we can 
move in that direction? There are, obviously, a lot of con-
cerns out there that we get to a certain point, and then 
companies are not willing to go beyond that point, to take 
that step 3, 4, and 5 in the process.

Julia Ticona:  Yes, that’s a great question. I think about 
that professionally a lot. I don’t think I would be doing the 
kind of research that I do if I wasn’t an optimist about this 
stuff, because otherwise it would just be too depressing to 
continue doing this research. And I plan on it. You know, I 
tend to be a very optimistic person, and I think that when 
advocates – when policy-makers, when politicians – have 
sufficient pressure on them and are also able to figure out 
ways to make the financial case to companies and to real-
ly say, “Hey, look – if you at all,” meaning the companies, 
“want to ensure that you have a diverse workforce, that you 
have a platform that’s inclusive, that you really are ensuring 
economic opportunity for all, which is a part of the platform 
promise to workers in the United States, you’ve got to ad-
dress these issues.” And that eventually when you’re not, 
there’s going to be consumer pressure.

Knowledge@Wharton: But I would think there would also 
be hope that you would be able to have that type of a con-

versation. And obviously the government piece to it, I think, 
is important. But if you can have that conversation between 
the workers and the companies themselves, and if those 
two parts have a recognition of it, that maybe they can work 
together, it may be company by company by company – 
but at least you’re moving in the right direction.

Julia Ticona: Yes. I hope that through reports like this that 
perhaps the workers that we’ve interviewed and some of 
the worker advocates that we’ve been working with through 
the process – that they are able to gather that strength, gat-
her than confidence that their stories are not unique – that 
these are not individual problems, that these are shared so-
cial issues that they are systematically seeing within their 
communities.

Knowledge@Wharton: Is there a next step in the process 
from a researcher’s perspective? Is there a next natural step 
for you playing off of this research to take this even further?

Julia Ticona: Yes, sure. I am really interested in getting pa-
rents’ perspectives, or the folks who are looking for care 
through these platforms. And that’s going to be the next 
population that I am really interested to understand how 
they actually see these interfaces, the ways that they’re ac-
tually interpreting these messages from the company, inste-
ad of again, taking those messages at face value.

Knowledge@Wharton: Great meeting you. Thank you for 
coming in.

Julia Ticona: You too. Thank you so much.

Knowledge@Wharton:  Nice to meet you. Julia Ticona, 
who is with the Annenberg School of Communication, an 
Assistant Professor there, here at the University of Penn-
sylvania.
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One key challenge shared by labor organizers 
and researchers of platform-based gig work is 
recruitment. How do you study and/or orga-
nize workers who mostly operate in isolation, 
who are not always visible, and who frequently 
lack a strong attachment to a collectively craf-

ted professional identity, let alone a social class? These 
are certainly not the easiest people to find and to mobilize. 
However, many gig workers are already one step ahead 
and have taken it upon themselves to organize and let their 
voice be heard.

Over the past few years, Uber drivers in different cities 
across the globe have protested against unfair working 
conditions and rate cuts. Similarly, food delivery workers 
in Europe have attracted significant public exposure for ta-
king delivery platforms like Deliveroo and Foodora to task 
for their malpractices. Workers have been able to leverage 
existing communication infrastructure, such as a compa-
ny-initiated Telegram chat group (in the case of Deliveroo in 
the Netherlands), to begin organizing. This combines with 
the generative possibilities of meeting in public spaces du-
ring work time, through which these couriers have forged 
grassroots and improvised modes of resistance. These did 
not only capture the media’s attention, but also spurred 
unions and other labor organizations (like the FNV in the 
Netherlands and IWGB in the UK) to take a serious interest 
in a category of workers many previously considered to be 
by and large ‘unorganizable’.

In September 2017, I was looking for 
gig workers who were willing to parti-
cipate in the Reshaping Work confe-
rence. It proved to be relatively easy 
to recruit Deliveroo couriers who had 

then recently joined the Riders Union. However, it was much 
more difficult to find cleaners working through Helpling, a 
platform for domestic cleaning and handyman services that 
operates in nine countries worldwide.

In contrast to the visible militancy of the predominantly 
young and male delivery workers, Helpling cleaners were 
conspicuously absent in spaces of labor organizing as well 
as in public debates about on-demand gig work (on this 
last absence, see this piece by Julia Ticona and Alexandra 
Mateescu). While I was doing research in New York City, I 
found that food delivery workers operating for companies 
like Postmates, Caviar, and Uber Eats were much less wil-
ling and able to organize against their increasingly tough 
working conditions. This left me with a question that I would 
like to reflect on here: what are the possibilities for worker 
organizing in platform-based gig economies?

How should we study gig work?

Allow me to make a point that may seem obvious but which 
is nonetheless frequently discarded in the bulk of hot takes 
on the future of work: there is no such thing as “the gig 
economy”. We need a more differentiated approach to stu-
dying platform-based gig work that focuses on particular 
economies (plural), markets, and/or industries which plat-
forms have sought to “disrupt”, while taking into account 
a number of factors that co-determine how/to what extent 
gig workers in each industry will be able and willing to orga-
nize. I believe the following factors need to be considered 
by researchers, labor organizers and policymakers alike, as 
they seek to grasp and improve the conditions of gig work 
in its multiple forms.
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What is the nature of the work performed?

For example, whereas food delivery work takes place in pub-
lic spaces and is highly visible, domestic cleaning takes place 
in private homes, away from the public eye. The barrier to 
public protest will therefore be lower for couriers, who are “at 
home” in the streets (where they are already visible to each 
other and the public at large), compared to cleaners who 
operate in a more isolated workplace. Moreover, while food 
delivery workers usually have very little engagement with 
customers or restaurants, domestic cleaners often develop 
a more extensive relationship with their repeat clients, whose 
homes form intimate workplaces where their work is moni-
tored and evaluated by the client more than by an algorithm.

In other words, food delivery work produces a much more 
fungible, or interchangeable, service compared to domes-
tic cleaning. This is likely to affect the the extent to which 
either type of gig worker is willing and able to protest her/
his conditions and organize for change: if you decide to 
strike, who will be negatively affected by this action? As a 
cleaner, you may be hesitant to let down a client with whom 
you have built up a professional and personal relationship, 
and whose household depends on you. The client may also 
decide to cancel all future cleanings as a response to your 
absence, which means that you lose a source of income 
and will have to find another regular client (if the platform 
has not deactivated you).

What is the social situation and 
legal status of the worker?

When assessing the extent to which gig workers are willing 
and able to organize or protest their conditions, it is also im-
portant to expand our view beyond the immediate sphere 
work to include a worker’s social/domestic situation as well 
as their legal status. To focus on the latter, undocumented 
workers will rightfully be much more reluctant to join protests 
or organize against their employer, for fear of retaliation.

In New York City, food delivery has traditionally been a highly 
informal and unregulated sector of the city’s economy whe-
re the work is done by (mostly Chinese and Latin American) 
immigrant men, many of them undocumented and laboring 
under hyper-precarious conditions. As food delivery plat-
forms entered this space, I found that undocumented wor-
kers in NYC have recently also started to experiment with 
this new form of gig work, even though they are technically 
not allowed on the platform without a social security num-
ber and a background check.

While most undocumented couriers continue to work di-
rectly for restaurants, the distinction between traditionally 
organized and platform-orchestrated food delivery is beco-
ming more blurred, generating a need to think creatively 
about how undocumented workers can be safely and re-
sponsibly included in struggles for better platform-based 
work. Worker centers and community-based organizations 
such as Make the Road will play a vital role moving forward.

What is the worker’s relationship  
to/investment in the work?

Gig work is often presented as a good way to earn some 
supplemental income, but I have met many people who have 
turned – or are trying to turn – ride-hailing, (food) delivery, 
cleaning and other kinds of platform-based work into a “full 
time” occupation. The measure of time and capital invested 
in gig work, and thus the level of dependency on this work 
as a source of income, will greatly affect the extent to which 
a gig worker is prepared to fight for better labor conditions.

In New York City, couriers whose livelihood depends on 
food delivery expressed relatively more interest in labor or-
ganizing than those who had a more casual relationship to 
this work. In contrast, the “full time” cleaners who offer their 
services through Handy and/or TaskRabbit were generally 
much less interested in labor organizing. Instead of unders-
tanding themselves as belonging to a class of workers, they 
were much more likely to adopt an entrepreneurial perspec-
tive in which they embrace their independent contractor 
status, sometimes aspiring to start their own cleaning com-
pany. Handy, for them, is primarily a lead generator serving 
them clients whose business may potentially be taken off 
the platform. This illustrates how professional self-identifi-
cation shapes one’s relation to the work at hand, which in 
turn affects one’s inclination to collectivize.

How fragmented is the labor relationship and daily 
work experience?

To be sure, when the food delivery workers I interviewed 
in NYC told me they worked “full time” – meaning at least 
40 hours but often a lot more – this did not mean that they 
worked with one company, using only a single app. They 
usually operated through multiple platforms, with three or 
four apps on their phone that they alternated between on 
a daily basis: when one app was “slow”, they tried other 
ones in an effort to reach their daily income targets and the-
reby cobble together a living. There were simply too many 
couriers out there to trust any single company to give them 
enough orders and this problem was getting worse.

This situation is not just worrisome in itself, it also impacts 
couriers’ ability to protest their deteriorating wages. Becau-
se their daily work experience is so fragmented, it compli-
cates the question of who, exactly, is the “employer” that 
should be protested/bargained with. This, in turn, highlights 
the importance of industry-level actions and solutions, 
even as this industry is still in its relative infancy and shared 
norms, standards, and expectations concerning delivery 
worker’s rights and protections are scarce at this point.

How is the labor managed?

Each platform company governs its workforce in a parti-
cular – app-based, data-intensive – way, gradually deve-
loping its own take on what has been termed “algorithmic 
management”. Decisions made during this process depend 
to a large extent on the previously discussed nature of the 
work that has to be managed. Moreo-
ver, these decisions materialize as va-
rious control and evaluation protocols 
aimed at optimizing the labor process 
with respect to quality and productivity.38 39

G On the conditions of Possibility for Worker Organizing in platform-based Gig Economie



Here I’d like to briefly highlight one such optimization tech-
nique, namely the use of incentives that segment and ga-
mify the work of food delivery. In doing so, I aim to illustrate 
how this technique exacerbates a central problem facing 
labor organizers in the platform-mediated gig economy: 
the difficulty of determining and fighting/bargaining for a 
“fair wage”. Incentive schemes, like Uber’s Promotions or 
Caviar’s Milestones, offers “delivery partners” windows of 
opportunity during which they can work towards particu-
lar goals that, when reached, unlock a temporary income 
guarantee or a bonus payment. These incentives are not 
always available to all partners and, with the performance 
and behavioral data that companies generate, can poten-
tially be structured differently depending on who receives 
them. In this way, they create a segmented labor market 
where – depending on criteria that remain unknown to de-
livery partners – one group of couriers can take home sub-
stantially higher wages than another group, even though 
they are basically doing the same work (albeit in a different 
area and within a different time frame).

This consequently generates an unequal and competitive 
system of winners and losers where some couriers are ce-
lebrated as kings of “the hustle” while others either aspire 
to be like them or become disgruntled when they fail to 
meet “the rules of the game”. Moreover, incentive schemes 
contribute to a more general trend in the platform economy, 
namely the proliferation of variable, personalized, and con-
tingent wages. One central task for labor organizers and 
policymakers will thus be to remain committed to the idea 
of a fair wage as a fundamental right, while also rethinking 
what this looks like in the context of platform-mediated la-
bor and establishing new ways to achieve its enforcement.

The long shadow cast over platform-mediated gig work

Finally, the socio-historical position of particular industries 
and their workforces should also be taken into account as 
an overarching factor, as it compounds the previously di-
scussed factors and affects the level of public interest in, 
and support for, labor struggles. One important reason for 
the success of many food delivery and cleaning platforms 
is precisely that they entered – and thereby selectively for-
malized – traditionally informal and poorly regulated sec-
tors. We should remember that these sectors have always 
relied on the precarious labor of marginalized, increasingly 
immigrant men and women who service households by de-
livering their food or cleaning their homes. In other words, 
long before the market entry of these platforms, food deli-
very and domestic cleaning were already devalued and as a 
result these deeply classed, gendered, and racialized forms 
of “menial” labor were excluded from many protections 
and rights bestowed on other, more respectable (i.e. white 
working and middle class) kinds of work. One of the main 
questions I therefore aim to answer in my own research is 
to what extent –and how – platform companies operating 
in these low-wage service industries perpetuate, intensify, 
and/or counter these existing inequalities, while perhaps 
also creating new forms of inequality.

I believe that the technical capacities 
of digital platforms could potentially 
grant them a positive and empowe-
ring role in the lives of workers, many 
of whom have never experienced the 

privilege of secure employment with a firm that pays a living 
wage and provides the benefits and protections many of us 
rightfully feel entitled to. Yet, I also think it is clear that to-
day’s venture-backed platform companies are not making 
good on this potential, if not actually operating to diminish 
it. The urgent question then becomes: who will step up to 
organize and hold them accountable?
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