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Abstract: This research paper critically explores the evolution, functioning, and socio-economic 

implications of gig work facilitated through digital platforms in India. The gig economy, marked by 

flexible, on-demand, and task-based work, has gained significant momentum in India, especially in 

urban regions. Sectors such as ride-hailing, food delivery, freelance digital services, and app-based 

domestic work have emerged as prominent arenas where gig labor is rapidly expanding. While such 

platforms offer flexibility, autonomy, and employment to millions, especially youth and semi-skilled 

workers, they also raise significant concerns regarding job security, fair wages, social protection, and 

workers' rights. The study adopts a mixed-methods approach by integrating secondary data, policy 

reviews, and qualitative insights from gig workers to examine the structural transformation of the labor 

market driven by platform capitalism. It explores how digital platforms act as intermediaries that govern 

labor through algorithms, ratings, and performance metrics, often resulting in precarious and 

exploitative conditions despite the appearance of independence. The research highlights the dual nature 

of the gig economy—its ability to provide income opportunities in a country with rising unemployment, 

alongside its reinforcement of informal and unregulated labor practices. Additionally, the paper 

evaluates current labor regulations and policy interventions, including the Code on Social Security, 

2020, and state-level welfare schemes, to assess their effectiveness in protecting gig workers' rights. It 

underscores the lack of formal recognition and unionization, limited access to health benefits or 

insurance, and the disproportionate burden on workers to manage risks typically borne by employers. 

Through a critical lens, the paper argues for a more inclusive and rights-based policy framework that 

balances the flexibility of gig work with adequate protections. It advocates for collective bargaining 

mechanisms, legal recognition of gig workers, algorithmic transparency, and inclusive social security to 

ensure equitable outcomes in India’s digital labor landscape. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The emergence and speedy growth of digital platforms have radically reorganized labor markets all over the world, 

including in India. These platforms, which are app-based and managed through algorithms, have facilitated a new 

model of employment widely known as "gig work." Under this model, work is structured around short-duration, task-

based engagements and not long-term employment relationships. Gig work is usually touted as providing 

unprecedented flexibility, low barriers to entry, and ancillary sources of income for members with a wide range of 

socio-economic backgrounds. 

In India, the gig economy has grown exponentially, with companies like Uber, Ola, Swiggy, Zomato, Urban Company, 

and Freelancer household names. These platforms cut across a range of sectors ranging from transportation to food 

delivery, domestic services, and digital freelancing. The India gig and platform economy, as per NITI Aayog, is 
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anticipated to have over 23 million workers by 2030. Platform work for most remains an accessible entry point to 

livelihood in the face of high levels of unemployment and underemployment, especially for youth and migrant groups. 

Yet, the autonomy promised to gig workers is frequently lost to the structural weaknesses inherent in platform work. 

Gig workers usually work without contracts, are subject to algorithmic governance of their work, and have no access to 

basic social protections like health benefits, pensions, or paid time off. Economic insecurity and restricted bargaining 

power are part of the price of the imbalanced relationship between workers and platforms that is fueled by obscure 

policies and variable incentive systems. 

This article seeks to chart the trajectory of gig workers in India, tracing the entry points, workday conditions, stability 

of income, and nascent modes of resistance. This article has a mixed-method research design to grasp how digital labor 

platforms are reconfiguring the shape of employment and labor rights in India. Through the focus on the voices and 

experiences of gig workers, this article adds to the discourse on labor governance in the digital era. 

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The academic and policy literature on gig work in India has experienced significant growth over the past few years, 

fueled by the accelerated growth of digital platforms and changing employment models. The gig economy—

characterized by short-term, task-based, and freelance engagements—is transforming labor markets worldwide. India 

has seen the meeting of high smartphone penetration, work-at-will norms, and economic uncertainty make platform-

based work a large component of urban informal work. While in its origins elsewhere, Indian scholarly literature has 

come to place greater emphasis on the local context, providing nuanced analysis of how platform work engages with 

traditional debates over informality, inequality, and regulation. 

Informality and Legal Classification 

A recurring theme in Indian gig economy scholarship is the structural informality of platform labor. Even with the 

digital and algorithmic infrastructure underpinning these platforms, the arrangements of work they engender replicate 

existing informal labor patterns. Instead of being treated as employees, workers are contracted as "independent 

contractors," enabling businesses to avoid conventional employer commitments such as social security, medical 

coverage, and protection against job loss. Scholars such as Uma Rani1 and L. Furrer (2021) characterize this as the 

"digital informalization" of work—in which the façade of technological advancement masks the continuation of 

exploitative labor relations. 

Legislative acknowledgment of platform and gig workers has made modest strides. The Code on Social Security, 2020 

marks a turning point in Indian labor law by officially acknowledging the presence of platform and gig workers. 

Symbolic implementation persists, with minimal coverage and low take-up of welfare schemes. Accounts from Indian 

Labour Organization (ILO2) and domestic think tanks such as NITI Aayog (2022) highlight that the vast majority of gig 

workers are not aware of these provisions, and enforcement tools are feeble or nonexistent. 

Algorithmic Management and Worker Autonomy 

Another salient area of attention is how algorithmic management directs work arrangements. Algorithmic management 

is employed by digital platforms to allocate assignments, determine ratings, and regulate pay structures. This mediation 

by technology radically transforms the classic employer-employee relationship. According to studies by the Fairwork3 

India Project (2022–2024), workers frequently complain about uncertainty regarding how the ratings are computed or 

how pay is computed. Further, algorithmic processes result in abrupt deactivations or punishment without explanation 

by a human or grievance redressal procedure. 

                                                 
1 Rani, U., & Dey, A. (2021). Digital Labour Platforms and India's Informal Economy. Indian Journal of Labour 
Economics, 64(2), 215–231. 

2 ILO India & UNICEF India. (2022). Extending Social Protection to Platform Workers in India: Policy Options. 

3 Fairwork India. (2023). Fairwork India Ratings 2023: Labour Standards in the Platform Economy. 
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Such opacity erodes the independence of workers and increases their exposure. Algorithmic decision-making, that is 

not transparent and accountable, disproportionately allocates power in the hands of platforms. Workers frequently find 

themselves in a position of having to deal with unclear rules, unstable incentive systems, and automatic performance 

ratings, making it hard to challenge unfair practice or organize their work durably. 

Wage Volatility and Economic Insecurity 

Instability in income is another pervasive issue in the literature. Although certain workers could be earning more than 

minimum wage during peak periods of demand, income is frequently volatile and irregular. Distance, demand for 

customers, fuel prices, and platform-based policies all have significant effects on take-home pay. NITI4 Aayog research 

(2022) shows that when operational costs—fuel, maintenance of the vehicle, recharges of the mobile—are deducted, 

most workers end up getting less than the minimum wage. 

The lack of a minimum wage protection for gig workers also increases their economic instability. In contrast with 

formal sector staff, gig workers do not have the right to collective bargaining, sick pay, or termination pay. Such 

precariousness is further amplified during off-seasons, technological shutdowns, or platform policy adjustments. 

Theoretical critics have also deplored the gamification of work through reward-based systems, which may result in 

over-exploitation, stress, and ill-tempered competition among workers. 

Gendered Aspects of Platform Work 

The gendered nature of gig work has attracted mounting scholarly concern. While platform work is usually framed as 

gender-free or liberatory, quantitative evidence indicates that women's engagement is limited by entrenched social 

conventions, security risks, and unpaid care tasks. Platforms like Urban Company have established women's work 

niches—such as beauty and wellness services—but this tends to entrench gender roles and pay lower rates than male-

dominated areas like delivery and ride-hailing. 

Researchers like Mehta5 and Aiyar (2023) contend that although digital platforms offer flexible work schedules, they 

rarely result in upward mobility or better working conditions for women. Furthermore, gig women workers frequently 

complain of harassment, both by clients and in the app interface, with little institutional backup. The absence of policies 

sensitive to gender, including paid maternity leave, access to restrooms, and security features, further hampers 

significant female involvement in the gig economy. 

Worker Resistance and New Modes of Organizing 

In spite of systemic issues, Indian gig workers have started fighting back against exploitative measures via social media 

campaigns, strikes, and unofficial unions. Some examples are the Swiggy, Zomato delivery staff protests, and service 

staff protests at Urban Company, where workers have demanded fair compensation, increased transparency, and labour 

rights. These actions largely involve working outside traditional trade union boundaries but become increasingly 

influential in galvanising public sentiment and legal pressure. 

The literature also records how technology is being reappropriated by workers for organizing—WhatsApp groups, 

Telegram channels, and YouTube live sessions have become familiar spaces for airing grievances and planning 

resistance. These new solidarities represent a new chapter in Indian labor politics, one in which informal, non-

hierarchical movements disrupt the prevailing platform narratives of "freedom" and "entrepreneurship." 

A Hybrid Labor System in Transition 

Together, the literature describes India's gig economy as a hybrid labor model—mixing the technological formalism of 

digital platforms with the precarity and informality of the traditional labor market. This model produces a paradox: as 

visibility and data have grown through digital monitoring and metrics, this has not necessarily been translated into 

improved labor rights and protections. Rather, existing inequalities are being digitized and, at times, expanded. 

                                                 
4 NITI Aayog. (2022). India's Booming Gig and Platform Economy: Perspectives and Recommendations on the Future 
of Work. Government of India. 

5 Mehta, B., & Aiyar, Y. (2023). Gendered Experiences in Platform Work: A Study of Women on Urban Company. 
Centre for Policy Research. 
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Emerging research opportunities involve stronger regulatory frameworks, comprehensive social security programs, and 

participatory governance structures acknowledging gig workers as core economic agents. As India is set to become one 

of the world's largest digital labor markets, the academic interaction with gig work has to remain innovating in tandem 

with its intricacies. 

 

III. METHODOLOGY 

In order to seize the diversity and dynamism of gig work in India, this research employs a mixed-methods study design 

that incorporates quantitative as well as qualitative methods. This approach facilitates a thorough comprehension of gig 

workers' experiences, motivations, issues, and socio-economic status. Through the incorporation of statistical 

information together with narrative-based knowledge, the research is in a position to build a more complete image of 

gig work as it exists in the real world. 

 

Quantitative Data Collection 

The quantitative aspect of the research involved a structured survey with 500 gig workers from four large metropolitan 

cities: Delhi, Mumbai, Bengaluru, and Hyderabad. These cities were chosen for their high density of digital labor 

platforms and the diversity of their economies, which provide a broad range of gig work practices and outcomes. Urban 

areas such as these are also important hubs in India's digital economy, hence are perfect locations for examining the 

dynamics of platform-mediated labor. 

Survey participants were recruited from three main gig industries: ride-hailing (e.g., Uber, Ola), food delivery (e.g., 

Swiggy, Zomato), and home-based services (e.g., Urban Company). These are some of the most ubiquitous types of gig 

work in India and provide a representative cross-section of platform labor. Recruitment was done using purposive and 

snowball sampling techniques, where known platform workers were targeted and referrals from gig worker 

communities were solicited. 

The survey questionnaire was constructed to elicit worker demographics (education level, age, gender), job 

characteristics (hours worked per week, income patterns, platform affiliations), social protection access (health 

insurance, accident coverage), and subjective evaluations like job satisfaction and perceived security. Closed-ended 

questions were administered to allow for standardized responses and comparability across respondent groups. 

Results of the survey were analyzed with descriptive statistics like frequency distributions and means to identify broad 

trends in the sample. Cross-tabulations were used to analyze the inter-linkages between key variables, such as city-wise 

differences, gender-based differences in income, and the relationship between years of experience on a platform and job 

satisfaction. Although the survey did not employ inferential statistics since the sampling was non-random, the data that 

were generated offer strong indicative trends regarding the nature and outcomes of gig work in urban India. 

 

Qualitative Data Collection 

To supplement the quantitative information and explore in greater depth the lived lives of gig workers, the research also 

carried out 40 semi-structured interviews with workers from the same cities and industries. The interviews were 

intended to probe areas that a survey was less likely to reach fully—such as emotional labor, algorithmic management, 

everyday work routines, and experiences of discrimination, autonomy, and resilience. 

Participants were chosen using a mix of purposive sampling and contacting networks within communities. Interviews 

were done using the participant's chosen language—English, Hindi, Kannada, or Telugu—and usually took between 45 

to 60 minutes. Interviews were conducted either in person or by phone, depending on participant convenience and 

availability. 

The interviews took a semi-structured format that accommodated openness for participants to present their narratives in 

detail. Evident major themes were the entry of workers into gig economy jobs, day-to-day work experience, attitudes 

towards platform policies, customers and platform management interactions, responses during platform failure or crisis 

(e.g., the COVID-19 crisis), and future employment wishes. 

The qualitative data were transcribed and underwent thematic coding informed by a grounded theory approach. 

Inductive codes were formed and organized into thematic clusters including algorithmic control, precarity, aspiration, 
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and community support. Contradictions, silences, and affective aspects of the stories were attended to in order to 

capture the richness of workers' lives and the subjective meanings they confer to gig work. 

Secondary Sources and Document Analysis 

Besides primary data gathering, the research consulted a broad collection of secondary sources to situate findings and 

validate evidence. These comprised: 

Platform-made documents like terms of service, worker agreements, and public statements. These were examined to 

determine the official policies that govern worker-platform relations. 

Government reports and data, such as NITI Aayog publications, Ministry6 of Labour and Employment reports, and 

intermittent labor force surveys. These placed gig employment in the context of national employment patterns and 

policy scenarios. 

Scholarly and industry literature, such as peer-reviewed journal articles, research reports, and white papers by 

institutions like Fairwork India and ILO. These supplied conceptual frameworks and comparative metrics. 

Newspaper reports covering strikes, demonstrations, and public debate around gig work were also referenced to see 

how platform labor is debated in the wider public sphere. 

This triangulated method—using surveys, interviews, and secondary data—makes the research methodologically sound 

without losing touch with the reality of workers' daily experiences. In capturing both macro-level trends and micro-

level experiences, the research design allows for a detailed mapping of the Indian gig worker's trajectory in a fast-

evolving labor market. 

Finally, the mixed-methods approach enhances the study's capacity to question structural dynamics as well as pay heed 

to the agency, voice, and diversity of India's emerging gig workforce. 

 

IV. THE GIG WORKER'S JOURNEY 

The career path of a gig worker in India is influenced by an intricate mix of socio-economic factors, digital networks, 

and platform-based labor mechanisms. This section dissects the phases of the gig worker's life cycle—ranging from 

entry into the labor market to the day-to-day experience of algorithmic regulation, financial unpredictability, 

vulnerability without insurance, and the development of resistance movements. 

 

4.1 Entry Points 

The majority of gig workers are pushed into platform-based work out of economic needs rather than choice. Poor 

employment and underemployment, rural-to-urban migration, and educational inappropriateness push people towards 

gig economy. A high percentage are early-generation urban workers with little formal work experience and poor 

institutional safety net access. Platforms are an appealing starting point because they have low education requirements, 

flexible working hours, and the idea of rapid pay. For others, having a smartphone and a motorbike is enough to start 

working, and thus gig platforms appear as affordable remedies in situations of distress. 

 

4.2 Everyday Life and Algorithmic Control 

Gig workers' everyday life is in many ways mediated by mobile apps that regulate the assignment, rating, and payment 

of tasks. Algorithmic management becomes pivotal: workers are tracked with GPS, motivated with surge pricing and 

bonus schemes, and continually rated by customers. This tends to produce a perverse kind of discipline, as workers are 

forced to achieve unclear performance thresholds to avoid being deactivated or to secure more remunerative 

assignments. The system is not very negotiable or transparent, undermining the feeling of independence platform work 

supposedly affords. 

 

                                                 

6 Ministry of Labour and Employment. (2020). The Code on Social Security, 2020. Government of India. 
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4.3 Economic Conditions 

Wages in the gig economy are extremely fluid. According to survey data, most workers take home between INR 

15,000–25,000 a month, though this number can change wildly based on platform algorithms, operating city, and hours 

worked. That said, net income is much lower when fuel, vehicle maintenance, data charges, and platform fees are 

factored in. Most workers have reported working 10–14 hours per day to cover financial requirements, reflecting an 

unsustainable balance between work and life and falling marginal returns. 

 

4.4 Social Protection and Rights 

While an integral component of the digital economy, gig workers fall outside the scope of the majority of protections 

under labor law. They have no formal contracts, health insurance, pensions, paid time off, or unemployment insurance. 

While the Code on Social Security (2020) brought a legal regime recognizing gig and platform workers, its 

implementation is patchy with limited workers enrolled in current schemes. The status of gig workers as independent 

contractors is also further restrictive to their right of access to entitlements that are normally provided to employees, 

and they are stuck in an economic and legal limbo. 

 

4.5 Worker Voices and Resistance 

In the face of increasing discontent, Indian gig workers are now starting to organize and claim their rights. Swiggy 

delivery workers' protests against pay reductions, Ola/Uber drivers' strikes, and recent protests by Urban Company 

service providers represent a new era of digital labor activism. Social media apps, WhatsApp groups, and ad hoc unions 

are now being utilized to mobilize, record complaints, and demand reform. Though still disjointed, these initiatives are 

a move toward worker-centric stories in the platform economy, contesting the prevailing rhetoric of entrepreneurship 

and flexibility. 

 

V. CASE STUDIES 

Gig workers' experiences vary by platform, but there are similar themes of precarity, algorithmic regulation, and 

earnings volatility. The following case studies—food delivery, ride-hailing, and home services—are examples of 

sector-specific platform labor dynamics in India. 

 

5.1 Food Delivery: Swiggy and Zomato 

Platform food delivery personnel on Swiggy and Zomato face the pressure of completing orders speedily to ensure high 

customer ratings and incentives. While bonuses and surge pricing are touted as salary enhancers, they usually mask the 

fact of diminishing basic pay and extended working hours. Employees describe earning approximately INR 20–25 per 

trip in peak hours but need to fulfill dozens of orders per day to sustain themselves. Besides this, they also have to pay 

for fuel, mobile data, and health issues, especially on rainy days or during late-night shifts. 

 

5.2 Ride-Hailing: Uber and Ola 

Uber and Ola ride-hailing drivers often put down huge amounts of capital—borrowed or saved—to buy cars. Though 

the introductory earnings are lucrative, volatile algorithmic adjustments in fare prices, commission increases, and policy 

changes result in irregular income. Drivers operate 12–14 hours a day and face debt repayment, car maintenance, and 

declining per-ride pay. 

 

5.3 Home Services: Urban Company 

Urban Company service providers receive platform-forced training but are classified as independent workers with their 

rights restricted. In spite of professional norms, they do not have insurance and grievance redressal. Protests by workers 

in 2021 forced the platform to tweak its commission and cancellation policies, indicating increasing assertiveness 

among gig workers demanding better treatment. 
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VI. POLICY LANDSCAPE AND REGULATORY GAPS 

India has initiated steps at the policy level to acknowledge gig and platform workers in policy structure, notably 

through the Code on Social Security, 2020, which provides for their registration and social protection. Nevertheless, 

implementation is low, and enforcement of rules is weak. One of the biggest challenges is the categorization of gig 

workers—they are presently classified as "independent contractors," which allows platforms not to provide typical 

labor protections like minimum wages, insurance, or leave benefits. This categorization remains to deny gig workers 

the rights and security that formal employees enjoy. 

A key issue is the portability of social benefits across states and platforms, especially for migrant gig workers. With no 

inter-platform coordination or centralized database, workers find it difficult to access or retain benefits when changing 

jobs or cities. There is also no formal regulation of algorithmic management, with workers exposed to unjust task 

allocation, deactivations, and wage manipulation. 

 

VII. RECOMMENDATIONS 

For the provision of more equitable and sustainable terms for gig workers in India, the following proposals are 

recommended: 

 Policy Reform: The government needs to implement the provisions of the Code on Social Security, 2020, 

through the formulation of specific schemes that provide health benefits, accident insurance, and retirement 

pensions for gig workers. Timely implementation and monitoring systems need to be put in place. 

 Worker Representation: The government should encourage the establishment and recognition of digital labor 

unions or worker associations. Institutionalizing consultative forums between gig workers, platform 

companies, and policymakers can ensure their voice in policy and operational matters. 

 Transparency of Data: Platforms ought to be mandated by law to reveal critical algorithmic parameters that 

influence task assignment, deactivation, evaluations, and pay. Increased transparency will lower information 

asymmetry and allow workers to make better-informed choices. 

 Mobility and Skills: Public and private actors should invest in upskilling initiatives, digital literacy courses, 

and vocational education to help workers switch to more secure or better-paying positions with the passage of 

time. 

 Platform Accountability: Regulatory oversight should be institute7 to monitor platform policies, including 

commission structures, pricing algorithms, and feedback systems, ensuring that they operate fairly and 

transparently without exploiting workers. 

 

VIII. CONCLUSION 

The Indian gig economy is a revolutionary redefinition of the nature of work, its access, and its management in the era 

of digital connectivity. Its defining feature has been its potential for flexibility, independence, and easy entry. It has 

opened new income opportunities for millions of workers. But this flexibility goes hand-in-hand with economic 

insecurity, non-congression of rights, and algorithmic domination, which fall disproportionately on vulnerable groups 

of workers. It maps the trajectory of gig workers, from entry and everyday life to economic circumstances and new 

modes of resistance, and finds a labor system that combines technological creativity with structural precariousness. In 

spite of policy acknowledgment, current regulatory systems are still lacking in how they meet the challenges of 

classification, benefit portability, and algorithmic fairness. For the gig economy to transform into a viable employment 

model, it is imperative that worker-centered reforms are in place. These involve reframing legal definitions, applying 

minimum labor standards, guaranteeing access to social security, and facilitating collective representation. Based on 

global precedents and framing solutions suited to India's distinct socio-economic context will be crucial. 

                                                 
7 Institute for Human Development. (2022). India Labour and Employment Report 2022: Towards Decent Work in the 
Platform Economy. 
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