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It is notoriously difficult to secure basic workers’ rights in the platform economy!!
Across the world, workers have organised against platformisation’s most excessive
violations, achieving significant gains despite the overwhelming barriers to
unionisation written in its DNA.2 Many of these struggles focus on the central
contradiction upon which platforms are built: the (mis)classification of workers

as independent contractors. This contradiction, whereby workers are legally and
culturally defined as self-employed, yet subject to levels of employer control that
often exceed traditional employment, is considered to be at the heart of many of its
exploitative practices.

However, platform work is not an abstract model designed in Silicon Valley and
deployed top-down to workers across the world. It is an unfolding, contingent
phenomenon that has emerged through and alongside particular contexts -
contexts it has shaped and been shaped by, and which are critical to understanding
the particular model of exploitation proliferating throughout the working world. We
must take these grounded realities into account when building a platform labour
movement and policy framework capable of asserting platform workers’ rights.

The platform economy refers to the intersection between the digital and gig
economy. This paper focuses specifically on what De Stefano calls “work on-demand
via apps™ - a subset of the platform economy where gigs are assigned via location-
based apps, typically involving “local, service-oriented tasks™ like minicab driving,
domestic work and courier work.® Popular apps like TaskRabbit and Uber fall under
this category.
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The prevalence of this work model has skyrocketed in the past decade. In the

UK, the proportion of adults doing some form of platform work at least weekly
effectively doubled between 2016 and 2019 - from 4.7% to 9.6%.” A report by

the European Commission showed that in 2018, an average of 7% of the adult
working population across 14 European countries provide some of their labour over
location-based apps.? A similar figure was reached for the US, where 7% of workers
are digital gig workers.® Similar data for the Global South is harder to come by -
however researchers are keeping an eye on the particular ways in which this work
model is unfolding across Africa and Asia in particular.® Considering many of the
biggest platforms were founded less than a decade ago, the proportion of the
Euro-American workforce it engages suggests a rapid rise - and it is forecast to
continue growing. Researchers have outlined how this rise was facilitated by the
conditions created following the 2008 Global Recession." As traditional economic
and political institutions failed to protect people’s livelihoods, the appeal of ‘being
your own boss’ and promise of a job - no matter how insecure - felt like a lifeline
for many.

However, there is more to be said about the social, spatial and political contexts
in which the platform economy has been cultivated. Firstly, platformisation is
happening in particular spaces - it is a fundamentally urban phenomenon. Its
business model relies on the rapid accrual of data network effects - the data of

a continually increasing number of people. This requires the population density
and demands of cities. Gaining a foothold in heavily networked ‘global cities’ like
London and New York is particularly key to the sustenance of global platforms, as
they rely primarily on venture and data capital® Platformisation is also primarily
happening in particular sectors - namely urban and social infrastructure. This
includes the obvious, like transportation and courier work. However, it also refers
to social reproductive work, like elderly and child-care, private household cleaning,
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sex work, home repairs, gardening or beauty and grooming services.* While not
often considered ‘infrastructural’, these services are essential to the functioning
of cities, taking on the omnipresent, systemic quality that defines infrastructure.”
Furthermore, the on-demand provision of these services is increasingly becoming
a benchmark for global cities in particular.’® Finally, platformisation is happening
to particular workers. Existing research on the platform economy often notes that
the platform workforce is largely migrant workers and/or the racially minoritised.
However, this is often treated as incidental rather than a central driving force of
the platform business model.

The post-2008 recession and its fallout had a significant impact on urban workers.
It dispossessed swathes of the workforce, particularly those already marginalised by
race, migration, sexuality and gender, pushing them into the hands of the insecure,
‘entrepreneurial’ work model offered by platforms. It also crippled public and urban
planning budgets, undermining the provision of public infrastructure and creating
space for private sector intervention. What Jamie Peck calls ‘austerity urbanism’
refers to this dual process of “government downsizing” and “rolling privatization.”
Despite the branding of platforms as part of a ‘sharing economy’ - suggesting a
cooperative model - the political economy of large platform companies is typical
of a corporate private entity. They are profit-driven, subject primarily to antitrust
and intellectual property laws and responsive to competition, rather than long-term
sustainability and public value.”

The absorption of public infrastructure needs into the platform model is particularly
visible with childcare, elderly care (both of which often overlap with cleaning

work) and transportation platforms - sectors which have all been decimated by
austerity,”” yet are highly demanded in contemporary urban contexts. Services

not typically considered public utilities, like private household cleaning and home
repairs/household tasks, are nonetheless essential urban reproductive services
reliant on a combination of unpaid and outsourced women workers - the pressure
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on which is increased by the dismantling of the welfare and social state. In high-
income countries, the combination of an ageing population, decreased social care
provision, increased participation of middle- and upper-class women in the labour
force results in demand for cheap, outsourced domestic work paid hourly.?° This
greater demand is captured by private platform companies.

The capacity of monopolistic platforms to collect vast amounts of urban data

also gives them a level of insight into the city that is traditionally the domain

of the state.? This scale and type of data collection takes on an infrastructural
quality, as the "managed and built environments increasingly depend on data

in real-time.”” The acquisition of such infrastructural power by private platform
companies, through a mutually dependent combination of accruing data network
effects and providing cheap labour is made partly possible by austerity urbanism,
in which the state not only withdraws from the provision of public social and urban
infrastructure, but actively manages its transition to the private sector.?®
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The urban infrastructural workforces undergoing significant platformisation have
historically been dominated by migrants and the racially minoritised;?* indeed,

the reliance of global cities on low-wage migrant work is well documented.?> These
sectors often have a history of informal, poor working conditions, which is related to
the social, cultural and political status of the workers in them.? This is heightened
when immigration controls are tightened, which results in a higher proportion of
migrants being categorised as ‘irregular.” The social and economic effects of being
‘irregular,” or dancing precariously on the edge of regularity, creates a pool of
workers whose material conditions make them vulnerable to labour exploitation. In
this way, immigration controls function as a “tap regulating the flow of labour” and
as a ‘mould shaping certain forms of labour.””

The 2008 financial crisis, and the response to it from political and financial
institutions, further degraded the work opportunities and conditions for migrant
workers globally. Migrant workers are often among the most vulnerable to labour
exploitation and social marginalisation in times of economic crisis.?? This manifests
in the form of hostile immigration policy, a rise in national populism in response to
perceived job scarcity and the outsourcing of so-called ‘unskilled’ labour to private
companies as part of cost-cutting measures. Together, these factors place migrant
workers at heightened risk of precarity and therefore exploitation.

The UK provides a paradigmatic example. Ethnic minority workers in the UK
experienced the brunt of the recession - experiencing higher levels of unemployment
and lower wages than their white counterparts.?® Like many nations across

the Global North, the UK has also seen an uptick in right-wing populism and
conservative immigration policy, which has manifested in the 2012 Hostile
Environment legislative framework. This set of policies pushes service providers,

like healthcare professionals, educators, employers and landlords, to act as border
agents - making them legally liable for checking someone’s documentation before
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providing them with essential services. It also creates a “labyrinthine immigration
system™° that is complex and expensive to navigate and remain on the ‘correct’ side
of. Migrants often find the rules change “under their feet’, and lose status without
realising.® The social effects of this framework is the criminalisation of access to the
means of survival (work, housing, healthcare, banking) for those without particular
versions of leave to remain,*? and the cultivation of a culture of surveillance and
suspicion® towards racially minoritised people.>

Through a myriad of political, social and economic measures, we can therefore
see a rise in the systematic enforcement of fear, punishment and precarity upon
racialised populations in the UK - the sharp edge of which is felt by the working
class and those with uncertain migration status. This has a significant impact on
how migrants interact with the labour market. Increased border controls produce
precarious workforces, who are not officially unionised, unlikely to come forward
cases of abuse or exploitation and whose (official or unofficial) denial of access
to public services and formalised work labour makes them prone to being stuck in
poor working conditions. This is because, while strict immigration controls do not
abolish the root causes of migration, they do increases the proportion of migrants
who are classified as irregular, or are forced to stay and live in a country through
‘illegal’ means.

This combination of slashed public spending and the social and material precarity
of migrant workers provide ripe conditions for rolling out a ‘lean’ model of work
based on not resourcing labour rights. It is a framework that benefits from its
workers being socially and politically rendered disposable, and having few other
options in the labour market. Furthermore, the ‘on-demand’ model relies on a pool
of constantly available, surplus labour,* the creation of which is formented by the
systemic cultivation of precarity and anxiety by the Hostile Environment detailed
above. Indeed, infrastructural work is not the only kind of work that is adaptable
to the logistical framework of the platform model - other forms of work can be
broken down into ‘tasks’ and mediated through a programmable digital platform
(see Phil Jones’ contribution to this collection). Rather, it is the legal, political and
social contexts of urban infrastructural work and workforces that lend themselves
to the political economic interests and power dynamics of the corporate platform
economy.
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The material and social precarity of low-income migrant workers in London have
helped construct the mould that shapes the platform workforce. Indeed, migrant
workers turn to platform labour for many reasons. The relatively low barrier to entry
is appealing to people who struggle to find work through other means; for most
platforms, the ‘onboarding’ process is simple, quick and does not require personal
networks or an interview/probation period. The dominance of platforms in migrant-
heavy workforces also means that those already making a living in these sectors
have had to turn to platforms to continue accessing work.

My own qualitative research with Uber drivers in London indicates that the
automated distribution of work via the platform is appealing to workers who

have experienced prejudice or unfair treatment by a human boss - a finding
substantiated by other studies of migrant platform workers in Europe.® This relief
is often expressed alongside frustration with and suspicion of the algorithm that
designates them work - yet drivers | spoke to often sought comfort in the idea that
the algorithm does not know their religion or ethnic background. This does not
mean the algorithm is not shaped by racial and gendered inequalities - in fact,
the rating system upon which the algorithm is based tends to aggregate existing
prejudices within society.*® Nonetheless, the relative sense of fairness and autonomy
makes platform work appealing when compared to other available options.

Different platforms have different documentation requirements in the UK. Larger
platforms tend to have more stringent documentation requirements and checks

- possibly due to heightened media scrutiny. Most big platforms have a right to
work check as part of ‘onboarding,” in line with Hostile Environment legislation;

in other European countries, where regulations are less strict, documentation is

not required by all platforms.** Undocumented migrants are therefore shut out of
platform labour in the UK - although anecdotal evidence and observation of online
worker forums indicates a ‘black market’ where workers ‘rent’ their account for a
percentage fee to those who without necessary documentation. This indicates an
ecosystem of practices around the platform economy that provide one of the few
paths to earning for undocumented migrants. However, this frequently sparks moral
panics in the media about “illegal immigrants” with potential “criminal backgrounds”
working in the UK through platforms.*
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Moral panics surrounding the prevalence of migrant workers in platform work

in turn shape how platform workers are regulated by the state, and also the
development of the platform model itself. A consistent theme in my research has
been Uber drivers reporting feeling excessively surveilled by police and Transport
for London regulators, who conduct searches and inspections in places where
drives congregate, such as near airports, train stations and social hotspots. This is
related to a racialised portrayal of Uber drivers as potential sexual predators and
terrorists - a moral panic surrounding racialised and migrant men that has a long
history in the UK, Europe and North America.* In 2017, Uber’s license was revoked,
partly citing these ‘public safety’ concerns, despite Uber drivers being subject to
identical background checks as the white-dominated black cab industry*? There is
also no evidence suggesting increased risk of unsafe activity by private hire drivers
compared to black cab drivers** The LTDA - the main union representing black cab
drivers - has conducted a persistent campaign against Uber, on the basis that Uber
drivers are threats to the public. Indeed, the LTDA General Secretary described
getting into an Uber as ‘like getting in a sea of sharks” because of “these third
world countries” that Uber drivers come from#

The ability of Uber drivers to gather outside airports and train stations has been
challenged on the basis of anti-terror laws,** and the gathering of racialised men in
public space has been flagged by officials within TfL as a potential terror threat.*
This has been further bolstered by extensive media coverage pointing to Uber
drivers as sexual and security threats - a sense of which consistently appeared in
my research as causing anxiety, frustration and fear for those trying to make a
living through the platform. | have also observed consistent policing of drivers,
whose cars are searched and inspected, and who are routinely asked to show their
documentation. Similarly, couriers have described being frequently stopped and
searched by police in spaces where they gather - such as outside restaurants (where
they are often not allowed to enter) or outside ‘dark kitchens’ supplying food for
multiple restaurants on the app.*’

In turn, the design of the Uber app has evolved in light of this systemically
enforced suspicion and hostility towards its workers. The response by platforms to
these moral panics - fuelled by the state-sponsored production of marginalisation
by the Hostile Environment - has been to adapt the algorithm to lower the bar
of deactivation for workers. The rating system, and the management algorithm
on which it is built, is centred around suspicion of the worker and the word of the
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customer. In Uber's case, a driver can be deactivated temporarily or permanently
due to a customer complaint, or if their rating dips below an average of 4.7 stars
out of 5 Appealing deactivation is a difficult and lengthy process, as drivers have
few modes through which they can contact Uber, apart from a standardised, online
complaints system. This is of course compounded by potential language barriers.

The highly reactive and severe treatment of workers, which is coded into the
management algorithm, is key to how platforms cultivate trustworthiness in the
context of the moral panics surrounding their workers;* the claim being that
workers, prone to unsafe behaviour, are immediately dealt with if a customer flags
their behaviour. However, this is not mutual; whilst drivers can ‘rate’ customers, there
is no indication that a customer with a consistently low rating will lose access to
their account.

This is similarly the case for Uber’s recently introduced ‘safety toolkit’ for
passengers, which includes an emergency assistance button, the option to share
location with up to five ‘trusted contacts’, report if a driver’'s behaviour made

them feel unsafe and access to further information about their driver.®® Such an
infrastructure of recourse to safety is not implemented in the app’s affordances for
drivers however, despite minicab driving being a notoriously dangerous profession,
with drivers frequently at risk of abuse and violence from passengers® The app
design and algorithmic management model is therefore constructed around an
assumption that risk only exists from the worker toward the customer. This is not
based in the statistical reality of how risk is experienced on both sides, but rather
in racialised anxieties surrounding the platform workforce. In this way, Uber's
model has been built off the social and political status of its workers - enabling
the offshoring of the model's risks, costs and accountability to its demonised and
disempowered workforce.

The power of the algorithm to instantaneously cut off a worker from their income
source is integral to the precarity experienced by workers; one driver described the
rating system to me as “a sword on top of [his] head”. With limited options in the
labour market, and the dominance of particular platforms in the sector they work
in, drivers frequently expressed anxiety around potentially upsetting customers, for
fear of receiving a bad rating or complaint that could jeopardise their ability to
work. This encourages drivers to withstand abuse, harassment or repeatedly having
to undertake unprofitable rides; the phrase "keeping my head down” is a consistent
theme when interviewing drivers. The lack of labour protections, stemming from
workers not being legally recognised as employees, leaves workers vulnerable to
dismissal without process or reason and unprotected by official union recognition.
The anxiety felt by drivers as a result is compounded by the systemic imposition
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of precarity and exclusion from public life that the Hostile Environment creates,
including the inaccessibility of Universal Credit and secure work - or work where you
are not under threat from immigration raids in the workplace.>?

By excluding migrants from the means of survival or social security, workers are
pushed to withstand exploitative labour models. There is a strong sense amongst
migrant platform workers that if you are spat out of the system, you will struggle
immensely to get back in. The sense of systemic disposability experienced by
platform workers is therefore constructed in the image of the systemic disposability
resulting from the racial and migration politics of cities like London post-2008.

Given the racialised and highly-disciplinary nature of the current context of
platform work, migrants’ rights and anti-racism must lie at the heart of an
effective platform labour movement and policy framework. This is because without
the coercive effects of both immigration law and racialisation (which are often
interdependent processes), the conditions in which the corporate platform model
has arisen and thrived would not exist - and the socio-political fabric upon which
this exploitative model relies on would be compromised. This analysis is rooted

in the understanding that platform work did not have to turn out this way: the
digitisation of all or parts of the labour process does not unavoidably result in

the exploitation we see today. Rather, the structural rendering of populations as
exploitable has been captured, reinvented and adapted by changing technological
and network capabilities.

The Hostile Environment produces material and social precarity for migrants and
those perceived to be migrants. This pushes many migrant workers into a position
where they have no choice but to take on poorly waged and conditioned work.

a) Steps should be taken to end the hostile environment, especially the policy that
renders there being no recourse to public funds (NRPF).

b) NRPF criminalises the access to basic services for a large proportion of migrants,
and especially affects those with care responsibilities. This forces migrant workers

to withstand exploitative, unfair and even abusive work conditions as they have no
safety net for them and their dependents in the event of income loss.

c) Scrapping these policies is key to undermining the “mould” that shapes particular
workforces to be exploitable by the platform economy’s current form.
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The algorithmic management model treats platform workers as disposable, and
places added insecurity for racialised and migrant platform workers who are
disadvantaged by the rating system. Instantaneous and unexplained ‘deactivation’
violates the norms surrounding fair dismissal as outlined by the UK government.®®
Establishing a framework of fair dismissal for platform workers is sorely needed.

a) A framework of fair dismissal must recognise that loss of income for any period
of time is a drastic measure of last resort. Before dismissal can occur, workers must
have a right to an extended investigation process that follows a transparently
outlined procedure (see point below), the ability to be accompanied by a union
representative at all stages of investigation or disciplinary procedure, a fair system
of warning and a genuine opportunity for appeal.

b) Workers must also have access to a written version of the dismissal and
disciplinary procedure upon starting work, which outlines exactly under what
circumstances a worker can be disciplined or dismissed. This document must be
available in a range of languages, and be adhered to during the investigation
process.

If the platform labour market has been built upon - and as replacement for

- decimated public services and an informalised labour market, then part of
the policy response will lie in shaping a new labour market with better working
conditions. One route to achieving this would be state-led job creation schemes.
Such a scheme would be intended to:

a) Create alternative job options to those available in the platform labour market,
with better working conditions, including employment security as well as control
over working hours. Public sector workers need not have to choose between security
and flexibility (as is often presumed to be the case). A practical balance between
quantity of working hours, choice of working schedule and decent pay can be struck
with correct policy in place.’*

b) Meet the demands of an ageing population and repair a withered social fabric.
A large (and growing) part of wealthier economies now centres upon reproductive
labour. As Hester and Srnicek note, social reproduction jobs across health care,
education, food service, accommodation, and social work now account for 23% to
28% of the labour force, and this only looks set to increase over the next 5 years.>
Their analysis suggests that 47% of total job growth between 2014 and 2024 is set
to be in sectors associated with social reproduction.
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c) Achieve sustainability goals necessary to fight climate change. As these public
works.

Such job creation schemes would echo the large-scale schemes of Roosevelt's New
Deal (initiatives that were also spawned in times of crisis and extreme precarity).
More radically, they could take the form of a job guarantee, that would blunt the
threat of job shortages (and therefore also the power dynamics between employers
and workers).>®

Public sector employees are relatively cheap. On Autonomy’s calculations, due

to National Insurance contributions and returns from income tax, the net cost of
public sector employees is relatively low.”” Creating between 300,000 and 500,000
new public sector roles, for instance, would amount to just over 1% of annual public
spending.’®

Public sector jobs offer a greater degree of protection from market volatility

(and exploitative employers). As the Covid pandemic has shown, in times of crisis
private employers are often the first to deal out layoffs, potentially throwing many
thousands into unemployment and underemployment; conditions, as we have

seen, that are fertile for the platform economy to thrive in. The public sector, by
contrast, can be oriented to aims other than shareholder value and CEO pay, thus
potentially providing much greater security for staff at all levels.

As demonstrated, the platform economy exploits conditions that place racialised
populations in positions of extreme precarity and inequality (both materially

and in terms of opportunity). This production of a particular population

(stratified predominantly by race and class) is best met with universal measures.
Universalism - services with little to no cost at the point of use, coupled with a lack
of conditionality - meets the needs of the most vulnerable and exploited whilst
also providing social goods for wider society at large. At the same time, a rollout
of universal basic services would help roll back the cuts that public services have
witnessed under austerity urbanism.>
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