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India’s gig economy—projected to reach 23.5 million workers by 2030—has emerged
as a crucial segment of the country’s labour market, offering flexible work to both
blue-collar and white-collar professionals across digital platforms. Despite this rapid
growth, gig workers continue to face systemic vulnerabilities: lack of job security,
absence of benefits, opaque algorithms, and exclusion from formal labour protections.
While some Indian states and global examples have begun experimenting with
solutions, the national response remains fragmented. This paper proposes a unified
framework to address these challenges and build a more equitable, future-ready gig
economy.

Tasmita Sengupta, Research Associate at CUTS International, reviewed the white
paper. Her inputs focused on clarifying the paper’s scope, addressing gendered
challenges, and suggesting policy enhancements. She highlighted the role of third-
party recruitment, the lack of public utilities for women, and the need to include
global examples like Thailand’s embedded finance models. She also flagged gaps in
workers” awareness of welfare schemes. Her suggestions draw from field insights and
CUTS’ research, including a report she co-authored, shared for reference.
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Abstract

India’s gig economy, home to over 17 million workers, is marked by fragmented protections
and volatile work conditions. Despite the sector’s rapid growth and economic significance,
national regulatory responses remain piecemeal and largely voluntary. This paper outlines a
unified framework to integrate platform-based labour within India’s formal labour architecture.
Drawing on policy developments in Rajasthan and Karnataka, as well as international
precedents from the EU and Australia, the paper identifies five core challenges—income
volatility, algorithmic opacity, legal ambiguity, fragmented protections, and institutional
inertia. It offers actionable policy solutions including minimum earnings guarantees, statutory
social security contributions, algorithmic accountability mandates, standardised contracts, and
support for cooperative platforms. The proposed framework aims to guide Indian policymakers
toward a more inclusive, accountable, and future-ready gig economy.

Keywords: India, gig economy, policy, platform work, social security, labour regulation,
algorithmic governance
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1 Introduction

Gig work in India represents a fundamental shift in employment, moving beyond traditional
work relationships to app-based and on-demand labour. It spans across industries from ride-
hailing and food delivery to professional freelancing, creating a workforce outside
conventional employment structures. India’s gig workforce stands at approximately 17 million
workers today, projected to grow to 23.5 million by 2030!, according to NITI Aayog. However,
the sheer diversity of gig work makes precise quantification challenging. Blue-collar gig work
refers to informal, task-specific labour performed through digital platforms, predominantly in
sectors requiring manual or service-oriented skills. This category includes jobs in delivery,
transportation, cleaning, maintenance, and fieldwork, among others. White-collar gig work
refers to short-term, project-based, or freelance work conducted primarily through digital
platforms, involving tasks that require specialized skills or knowledge. This category
encompasses professions such as software development, consulting, graphic design, content
creation, and online tutoring, where workers typically operate as independent contractors.

India’s vast informal sector, where millions remain underemployed or reliant on irregular cash
earnings, fuels the rise of gig work. The gig economy in India has witnessed rapid expansion,
transforming labour markets, employment patterns, and income sources. Digital payment
systems offer informal workers financial transparency and social credibility that traditional
informal labour lacks. Platforms have enabled millions to access short-term, flexible work
opportunities but this rise has come with significant challenges including job insecurity, lack
of benefits, and legal ambiguity.

Delhi and Mumbai represent the largest hubs for blue-collar gig work in India®, with dominant
roles including delivery agents, rideshare drivers, cooks, domestic help, and home beauty
services. The workforce is predominantly male, aged between 18 and 50. Despite increasing
numbers, these workers remain subject to contractual arrangements that fall outside the scope
of India's labour codes, limiting their access to essential legal protection. As governments
globally develop frameworks to regulate gig work, India must adopt a nuanced approach that
balances innovation with worker protections. This is crucial not only for enhancing
employment conditions but also for advancing economic inclusion. This report delves into the
key dynamics of India’s burgeoning blue-collar gig economy, compares it to international
trends, and presents policy recommendations to address the sector's existing challenges.

L NITI Ayog. (2022). India’s booming gig and platform economy: Perspectives and recommendations on the
future of work. https://www.niti.gov.in/sites/default/files/2023-

06/Policy Brief India%27s Booming Gig and Platform Economy 27062022.pdf

2 Economic Times. (2024). Tier 1 cities dominate in blue-collar gig job opportunities: Report.
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/jobs/hr-policies-trends/tier-i-cities-dominate-in-blue-collar-gig-job-
opportunities-report/articleshow/111715829.cms




P> CIRC Working Paper 2025/2

2 Market Landscape
2.1 Defining the gig economy

Gen X careers were marked by organizational loyalty and structured career paths. The
‘organization man’® was the norm. Work was structured in time and scope, and employee
loyalty was rewarded. As the line between personal and professional lives blurred,
organizations and workers evolved to reduce mutual dependence and commitment.
Factories began laying off workers in the 1970s (Kinda 2004). Organizations downsized
and outsourced technical and managerial positions in the 1980s*. Mutual disengagement
continues, with growing populations of skilled and unskilled labourers choosing to be free
agents bearing financial and occupational precarity’. The modern gig economy evolved
from the financial crisis of 2008 that left millions unemployed. Organizations like Airbnb
and Uber were founded during 2008-09 to reuse the available talent pool through alternate
business models®. India’s first platform company was Ola, founded in 2010. Swiggy and
Urban Company followed suit in 2014.

The gig economy, often referred to as collaborative economy, platform economy, digital
economy, mesh economy, or crowd economy, encompasses employment arrangements that
fall outside traditional employer-employee relationships, and mediated through a digital
platform. These jobs are typically short-term, temporary, and involve independent
contracting rather than formal employment. Workers may perform multiple jobs in
sequence or parallel, leading to mosaic careers’ without role definition or career
progression. Gigs empower workers by offering them autonomy to choose the nature and
volume of work. There is no boss or work manual; individuals have complete agency over
their professional identity. Their obligation is limited to the terms of their contracts and
their financial needs.

The gig economy offers several distinct advantages over traditional employment
relationships. For many workers, especially those marginalized from formal labour
markets, it presents a low-barrier entry point to earning income with flexible hours and
minimal credentialing. This flexibility is particularly valued by women, students, and

3 Whyte, W. H. (2019). The organization man. In American Social Character (pp. 70-86). Routledge.

4 Ashford, S. J., Caza, B. B., & Reid, E. M. (2018). From surviving to thriving in the gig economy: A research
agenda for individuals in the new world of work. Research in Organizational Behavior, 38, 23-41.

> Kalleberg, A. L. (2009). Precarious work, insecure workers: Employment relations in transition. American
sociological review, 74(1), 1-22.

6 Bulian, L. (2021). The gig is up: Who does gig economy actually benefit? Interdisciplinary Description of
Complex Systems: INDECS, 19(1), 106-119.

7 Caza, B. B., Moss, S., & Vough, H. (2018). From synchronizing to harmonizing: The process of authenticating
multiple work identities. Administrative Science Quarterly, 63(4), 703-745.
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migrant workers who often juggle caregiving or transitional responsibilities®. Additionally,
digital platforms offer autonomy, allowing workers to choose tasks, reject assignments, and
optimize work time—features that traditional employment rarely affords’. From a
macroeconomic standpoint, gigs enable rapid service delivery and enhance consumer
convenience, often in sectors where formal employment generation is slow or absent.
However, these benefits must be weighed against the precarious nature of such work, where
flexibility can often mask instability and lack of protection.

Gig work may be categorized as crowd work, app-work and capital platform work'°. Crowd
work platforms aim to use the wisdom of the crowd for idea generation or micro tasking
on demand. For idea generation, clients post organizational problems on the platform for
all registered participants. Solutions are evaluated and winners are compensated; an
example is Wazoku Crowd. MTurk is a micro tasking platform created by Amazon to
facilitate outsourcing of repetitive e-commerce tasks (like identifying images) to an online
crowd. The platform breaks down complex tasks into fragments, called Human Intelligent
Tasks that crowd workers complete for payment. App-based platforms are intermediaries
connecting customers to workers that perform a task in-person'. Customers pay for the
service and the platform keeps a portion as commission. The customer asks for the service
via the app, which in turn allocates it to the worker who provides the service offline.
Examples are Ola and Swiggy. Algorithmic control is central in app-work as they allocate,
monitor and evaluate the worker!'. Capital platforms sell or lease assets peer-to-peer (e.g.
Oyo, Airbnb).

Another structural distinction from traditional work is the absence of clear and market-
relevant career trajectories. Traditional organizations offer structures that individuals
traverse to attain leadership positions. Scholars are yet to determine how individuals map
their entire careers when lacking structure and upward mobility. The infrastructure that
supports organizational career development is relational; gig work is designed to be
performed in isolation without peers, mentors or role models. Workers remain ‘perpetual
strangers’!! to one another, physically separated from sources of relational support. This
aloneness means they must build their own online brand, and ‘perform to the audience’

8 Johnston, H. & Land-Kazlauskas, C. (2018). Organizing on-demand: Representation, voice, and collective
bargaining in the gig economy. International Labour Organization.

° De Stefano, V. (2016). The rise of the "just-in-time workforce": On-demand work, crowdwork and labour
protection in the "gig-economy". International Labour Office.

0 puggan, J., Sherman, U., Carbery, R. & McDonnell, A. (2020). Algorithmic management and app-work in the
gig economy: A research agenda for employment relations and HRM. Human Resource Management Journal,
30(1), 114-132. https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/1748-8583.12258

' Kunda, G., Barley, S. R., & Evans, J. (2002). Why do contractors contract? The experience of highly skilled
technical professionals in a contingent labour market. ILR Review, 55(2), 234-261.



P> CIRC Working Paper 2025/2

through self-initiated networking, social media posting and contribution to online
communities'?,

India is the world’s largest supplier of online labour!?. India also has the world’s largest
Gen Z population', 35% of whom perform gig work'>. However, gigs also attract a diverse
workforce including older individuals, women, persons with disabilities, and other
vulnerable groups seeking flexible work arrangements. Gig work is usually the first
employment option for fresh graduates. However, once engaged in this model, workers
struggle to upskill or transition to more stable jobs due to the unpredictable nature of gigs
and its demanding workload.

2.2 Rise of gig work in India

India’s gig economy has witnessed a steady rise since 2008, with the sector expanding
significantly due to a combination of structural and economic factors. According to NITI
Aayog, India’s gig workforce is set to reach 23.5 million by 2030. This surge is driven
largely by the country’s vast pool of unemployed and laid-off salaried individuals whose
count increased in the wake of economic disruptions like the COVID-19 pandemic.

COVID-19 was a catalyst that disrupted and expanded gig work simultaneously. In April
2020 alone, Indians lost nearly 40 million jobs, with an overall employment contraction of
114 million'®. As a result, gig work emerged as a vital alternative source of income. While
some segments of the gig economy such as ride-hailing and domestic help saw a temporary
decline, others such as grocery delivery, online freelancing, and white-collar gig roles in
software, content creation, and digital marketing, saw an unprecedented boom. Data from
the Online Labour Index highlights this shift, with online workers increasing from 25% in
2017 to 33% by 2021'7. However, despite these positive trends, the Center for Monitoring
Indian Economy notes that employment remains 7.8 million below pre-pandemic levels.
Lack of salaried job opportunities has further pushed individuals towards entrepreneurship
via gig work, which now accounts for roughly 80% of all entrepreneurship in India.

2.3 Industry breakdown and geographic spread

2 vallas, S., & Christin, A. (2018). Work and identity in an era of precarious employment: How workers respond
to “personal branding” discourse. Work and Occupations, 45(1), 3-37.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0730888417735662.

13 Lehdonvirta, V. (2017). Where are online workers located? The international division of digital gig work.
https://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/news-events/where-are-online-workers-located-the-international-division-of-digital-
gig-work/

4 McKinsey Corporation. (2024). https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/mckinsey-explainers/what-is-
gen-z

15 Unstop. (2024). Gen Z in the Workplace. https://unstop.com/reports/gen-z-at-the-workplace-report

16 International Labour Organization. (2024). Expansion of the gig and platform economy in India.

7 stephany, F., Kassi, O., Rani, U., & Lehdonvirta, V. (2021). Online Labour Index 2020: New ways to measure
the world’s remote freelancing market. Big Data & Society.
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The gig economy spans multiple industries, with the most significant growth concentrated
in four major sectors: construction, manufacturing, retail, and transportation'®, and they are
poised for continued expansion in the coming years. Other key industries leveraging blue-
collar gig work include hospitality, e-commerce, hyperlocal delivery, housekeeping, and
food service. White-collar gig jobs focus on information technology, human resource
management and design'®. Metropolitan areas continue to be the primary hubs for gig work
due to high demand and established digital infrastructure. However, gig work is
increasingly gaining traction in Tier 2 and Tier 3 cities, reflecting a broader shift in
employment patterns across urban and semi-urban India. The rise of gig work in India
signals both opportunity and challenge—while it provides employment and flexibility,
concerns regarding financial stability, algorithmic control, and the paradox of autonomy
remain pressing issues for policymakers, businesses, and workers alike.

18 Boston Consulting Group. (2021). Unlocking the potential of gig economy in India. https://www.bcg.com/en-
in/unlocking-gigeconomy-in-india

9 India Brand Equity Foundation. (2021). Emergence of India’s gig economy.
https://www.ibef.org/blogs/emergence-of-india-s-gigeconomy
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3 Challenges in India’s gig work

3.1 Income volatility and financial precarity

Gig workers face severe financial precarity due to the unsteady and unpredictable
nature of their income?’. Unlike traditional employment where workers receive fixed
wages, gig earnings fluctuate based on demand, platform pricing algorithms, and
seasonal variations. Wage instability is further exacerbated by platform-controlled
pricing models, which alter earnings without worker input. For instance, beauty service
workers experience higher wages during festive seasons, while ride-hailing and food
delivery workers face drastic pay variations between peak and off-peak hours®!.
Additionally, the cost burden of work is entirely on the worker, including expenses for
vehicles, fuel, and maintenance. As fuel prices and operational costs rise, workers’ net
earnings shrink, leading to financial insecurity. Moreover, geographical wage
disparities leave workers in high-cost cities struggling more than their counterparts
elsewhere, as platforms do not adjust pay based on local living expenses. These factors
collectively trap gig workers in a cycle of economic instability, making it difficult to
plan for the future or achieve financial security.

3.2 Discrimination against women

Women in the gig economy face systemic discrimination, with unregulated platforms
enabling wage disparities and exploitative practices. Female workers in home services
earn lower wages than their male counterparts despite performing similar tasks*.
Additionally, women are subjected to exploitative conditions like mandatory late-night
shifts and arbitrary wage reductions due to increased aggregator commissions.
Although aggregators announce women-friendly corporate initiatives including
restroom access at partner restaurants and paid days off for period®*, women continue
to be denied these benefits and remain afraid even to ask®*. Safety concerns further limit
women’s participation, as platforms do not offer adequate mechanisms to avoid unsafe

20 prabhat, S., Nanavati, S., & Rangaswamy, N. (2019). India’s ‘Uberwallah’: profiling Uber drivers in the gig
economy. In: 10th International Conference on Information and Communication Technologies and
Development Indian Inst Management, Ahmedabad, India, 04-07 January, Assoc Comp Machinery.

21 Bhushan, R. (2021). Urban Company, hit by protests, promises to enhance partners’ earnings. The Economic
Times, 11 October. https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/tech/startups/urban-company-
hit-by-protests-promises-to-enhance-partners-earnings/articleshow/869259941.cms

22 Chadha, P. (2021). Urban company ‘partners’ stage protest, demand better pay, benefits & safe working
conditions [online]. The Indian Express. https://indianexpress.com/article/cities/delhi/urban-company-
partners-stage-protest-demand-better-pay-benefits-safe-working-conditions-7566789/

23 Tyagi, M. (2021). A note on our commitment to increase women delivery partners in our fleet. Swiggy
Diaries. https://blog.swiggy.com/news/a-brief-note-on-our-commitment-to-increase-women-delivery-partners-
in-our-fleet/

24 Gurmat, S. (2021). No bathrooms, no safety, no formalisation: For India’s women gig workers, companies’
promises ring hollow. Newsclick. https://www.newsclick.in/no-bathrooms-no-safety-no-formalisation-indias-
women-gig-workers-companies-promises-ring-hollow
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areas or problematic customers. The absence of regulatory oversight exacerbates these
challenges, allowing gender-based inequalities to persist unchecked.

3.3 Absent social security

Gig workers in India face significant lack of social security, leaving them vulnerable to
financial instability during emergencies such as job loss or medical crises?®. Unlike
traditional employees, they are not guaranteed benefits such as paid leave or
remuneration above the minimum wage, as seen in legal protections granted in other
countries like the UK (Uber BV v Aslam, 2020)?°. Many gig workers, particularly those
from financially underprivileged backgrounds, struggle to access government welfare
schemes due to bureaucratic complexities and a lack of awareness, leading them to rely
on private loans instead. Absence of a reliable safety net exacerbates their economic
precarity and increases their susceptibility to debt traps. In India, the prevalent use of
third-party recruitment agencies by digital labour platforms has created ambiguous
employment relationships®’. By circumventing their role as employment provider,
platforms evade social security obligations, leaving gig workers without essential
protections and undermining the objectives of labour welfare policies. Workers lack
avenues for grievance redressal or disputes.

3.4 Algorithmic control

Concerns have emerged over the use of platform algorithms to manipulate job
distribution among gig workers, leading to potentially discriminatory practices®.
Algorithms can be programmed to favour workers based on gender, caste, class, or
religion, tailoring workforce selection to consumer preferences. This practice risks
reinforcing social divisions and, in some cases, promoting untouchability, particularly
in beauty and massage services where physical contact is involved. Such algorithmic
control leaves workers powerless as they have no transparency or recourse to challenge
these opaque decisions that impact their earnings and job opportunities.

3.5 Unfair contracts

Contractual agreements between gig workers and aggregators are often heavily skewed
in favour of the latter, leaving workers with little to no bargaining power. These
contracts are typically standardized, non-negotiable, and drafted in complex legal
language that many workers struggle to understand®’. Clauses may include unilateral

25 Kapoor, A. (2021). The challenge with gig economy. The Economic Times, 4 August.
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/jobs/the-challenge-with-gig-economy/articleshow/85031089.cms
26 Harvard Law Review. (2021). Recent Case: Uber BV vs. Aslam.
https://harvardlawreview.org/blog/2021/03/recent-case-_uber-bv-v-aslam /

27 Fairwork. (2023). Labour standards in the platform economy: Fairwork India ratings 2023.
https://fair.work/wp-content/uploads/sites/17/2023/10/Fairwork-India-Ratings-2023-English.pdf

28 Koutsimpogiorgos, N., Slageren, J., Herrmann, A., et al. (2020). Conceptualizing the gig economy and its
regulatory problems. Policy & Internet 12(4): 525-545.

29 De Stefano, V. (2016). The rise of the 'just-in-time workforce': On-demand work, crowdwork

11
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changes in payment structures, arbitrary deactivation policies, and the absence of
dispute resolution mechanisms, effectively placing workers at the mercy of the
platform. Since gig workers are classified as independent contractors rather than
employees, they are denied protections under labour laws, leaving them vulnerable to
exploitation without any legal recourse.

3.6 Sudden & unexplained termination of worker IDs

A major concern in the gig economy is the opacity in the termination or suspension of
workers’ services. Unlike traditional employment relationships, IDs of gig workers can
be deactivated without notice, justification, or recourse, based on opaque algorithmic
evaluations of customer ratings, speed of delivery, or alleged misconduct®®. In many
instances, workers face immediate suspension following consumer complaints, even
before any investigation is conducted®!. The absence of legal safeguards such as notice
periods or internal inquiries makes it significantly easier for aggregators to terminate
workers arbitrarily. This situation is exacerbated by the disposable nature of gig labour:
since platforms have an abundant supply of workers, terminations do not impact their
operations or profits*2. Precarity is deepened by the lack of due process in cases of
alleged misconduct or provisions for addressing wrongful dismissals. In effect, gig
workers operate under an employment model where their livelihoods can be instantly
revoked with little to no explanation, reinforcing their systemic vulnerability.

3.7 Mental Health Risks

The nature of gig work exposes workers to multiple mental health risks. Income
volatility is a primary stressor, as earnings fluctuate daily based on factors like demand,
worker availability, and competition®>. The increasing number of gig workers
intensifies this uncertainty, forcing individuals to work continuously under significant
mental strain, fearing an unpredictable future. Additionally, strict time constraints
imposed by platforms create immense pressure to complete tasks within stipulated
deadlines, leading to rushed, stressful working conditions®*. In ride-hailing and food

and labour protection in the 'gig-economy", ILO Conditions of Work and Employment Series

Working Paper No. 71.

30 Mathew, B. (2024). Prisoners on wheels? Report on working and living conditions of app-based workers in
India. https://tgpwu.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Report-Final-Print-1.pdf

31 Medappa, K. (2021). Bengaluru Zomato worker Kamaraj got a chance to defend himself. others are not as
lucky. The Indian Express, 24 March. https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/zomato-delivery-
partner-suspension-food-app-7240416/

32 Muller, Z. (2020). Algorithmic harms to workers in the platform economy: the case of Uber. Columbia Journal
of Law and Social Problems 532(2): 167-210.

33 Bulian, L. (2021). The gig is up: who does the gig economy actually benefit? Interdisciplinary Description of
Complex System 19(1): 106—119.

34Sharma, N. (2021). Swiggy to invest $700 million for on-demand delivery in 15 minutes. BloombergQuint, 2
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delivery, this pressure can contribute to reckless driving, increasing the risk of
accidents. Furthermore, many gig workers simultaneously engage with multiple
platforms to maximize earnings, juggling competing deadlines and expectations, which
exacerbates stress and fatigue®>. These factors create a work environment where
financial insecurity, time pressures, and overwork contribute to chronic anxiety and
burnout, making mental health challenges a defining feature of gig employment.

These challenges highlight the urgent need for clear regulatory interventions and worker
protections as gig work continues to expand.

December. https://www.bloombergquint.com/business/swiggy-to-invest-700-million-foron-demand-delivery-

in-15-minutes
35 Harris, S.D., & Krueger, A.B. (2016). Is your Uber driver an employee or an independent contractor?

Perspectives on Work 20: 30-80.
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4 Policy & Regulatory Environment

Our Constitution identifies labour as a concurrent subject, granting legislative authority to both
union and state governments. This dual jurisdiction has built a fragmented regulatory
landscape, where overlapping and sometimes conflicting initiatives have produced a patchwork
of protections rather than a unified framework. The absence of clear intergovernmental
coordination mechanisms has led to divergent definitions, eligibility criteria, and enforcement
capacities across states, undermining the coherence and portability of worker protections in the
gig economy. Indian labour law traditionally recognizes three categories of employees:
government, PSU, and private sector workers. They are entitled to minimum wages under the
Minimum Wages Act®. Gig workers remain unrecognized under this framework, lacking
mandated protections received by other workers.

The following is an indicative list of worker provisions exist under various labour codes:

1. Code on Social Security, 2020 — This is India’s first formal recognition of gig and
platform workers. It defines them as a distinct labour category and proposes benefits
such as life and disability cover, accident insurance, health benefits, and old-age
protection. However, the implementation remains weak, and most schemes are
voluntary, leaving workers with minimal security.

2. Occupational Safety, Health, and Working Conditions Code, 2020 — While this code
regulates workplace safety, it largely focuses on traditional employment and lacks
specific provisions addressing gig work risks like overwork, lack of rest breaks, or
platform-imposed penalties.

3. Intermediary Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code, 2021 — Although designed
for digital platforms, these guidelines indirectly affect gig work by mandating
accountability for platform activities. However, they do not regulate worker rights or
platform obligations towards them.

The current framework is weak in enforcement and lacks clarity on critical aspects such as
employment classification, wage security, and grievance redressal. The next step should
involve stronger, enforceable protections rather than voluntary schemes. The Code on Social
Security was expected to bring gig and platform workers under the ambit of social security.
However, its Section 2(60) creates significant legal ambiguities, weakening its enforcement.
First, the code defines "gig worker" as a person who performs work outside a traditional
employer-employee relationship. This creates a distinct but ambiguous legal category which
fails to clarify whether gig workers qualify as "employees" or "self-employed". While this
distinction acknowledges the unique nature of gig work, it creates a legal loophole that

36 Chief Labour Commissioner (1948). Minimum Wages Act.
https://clc.gov.in/clc/sites/default/files/MinimumWagesact.pdf
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platforms use to deny worker benefits. It also fails to establish clear entitlements to essential
labour protections such as guaranteed wages, collective bargaining rights, or employer
obligations. The absence of a definitive employer-employee relationship allows platforms to
bypass accountability, leaving gig workers in a precarious position with limited access to legal
recourse. Platforms exploit this ambiguity by classifying workers as "partners" or "independent
contractors," evading accountability under standard labour protections.

Second, although the law mandates a national gig worker welfare fund corpus to be financed
through cess on the amount received by the platform through online transactions, there is no
enforcement mechanism to ensure that platforms pay this cess. Platforms are not mandated to
disclose the revenue generated through each transaction, making it impossible to penalize
companies for underreporting their revenue or failing to contribute. Alternately, platforms may
shift costs to workers via service fees, negating the intended benefits of the legislation.

Similarly, platform companies lack clear categorization as employers. For example, customers
and workers perceive Uber as a transport company, although it self-identifies as a technology
company>’. Such legal ambiguity exempts platforms from offering workers mandatory social
provisions and allows them to implement autocratic algorithmic control, resulting in worker
exploitation. Therefore, a key regulatory debate revolves around whether platforms should be
classified as employers and gig workers as employees.

4.1 Employer associations and their stance on gig economy
regulations

India's employer associations, including the All India Organisation of Employers (AIOE), the
Employers’ Federation of India (EFI), and the Standing Conference of Public Enterprises
(SCOPE), have traditionally operated within the frameworks established for formal
employment sectors. Historically, these organizations have maintained limited engagement
with the gig economy, often asserting that their mandates do not extend to platform-based
workers. This position has contributed to a regulatory environment where gig workers lack
robust representation in dialogues concerning labour rights and protections.

However, recent developments indicate a potential shift in this stance. The AIOE has
acknowledged India's emergence as a significant market for the gig and platform economy,
driven by technological advancements and evolving consumer behaviours. In a press release,
the AIOE highlighted the integral role of platform aggregators in sectors such as ridesharing,
food delivery, and e-commerce, which have become vital sources of livelihood for millions of
gig and platform workers.

37 Kaissar, N. (2017). Uber: A tech or a transportation company? A lot riding on it. The Economic Times.
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/small-biz/startups/uber-a-tech-or-a-transportation-
company/articleshow/58972256.cms
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Furthermore, the International Labour Organization (ILO) has emphasized the necessity for
employer associations to actively engage with the challenges and opportunities presented by
the gig economy. The ILO advocates for these organizations to play a pivotal role in shaping
social dialogue and organizing institutional efforts to address the evolving employment
relationships and conditions within the platform economy. Despite these acknowledgments,
concrete actions from employer associations remain limited. The absence of proactive
engagement in policy formulation and advocacy for gig worker protections underscores a
significant gap in the current labour discourse. As the gig economy continues to expand, the
role of these associations in contributing to a balanced and equitable regulatory framework
becomes increasingly critical. Their involvement is essential to ensure that the evolving labour
market adequately addresses the rights and welfare of gig workers within India's broader
economic landscape.

4.2 State-level legislative initiatives for gig workers in India

In the absence of comprehensive national legislation, some states, notably Rajasthan and
Karnataka, have pioneered efforts to regulate and provide social security for gig workers.

Rajasthan Platform Based Gig Workers (Registration and Welfare) Act, 2023

Enacted on July 24, 2023, Rajasthan's legislation®® is a pioneering effort to provide social
security to gig workers. Features include:

1. Establishment of a Welfare Board: The Act mandates the creation of the Rajasthan
Platform Based Gig Workers Welfare Board responsible for registering gig workers,
aggregators, and primary employers operating within the state. The Board is tasked with
formulating and implementing social security schemes for registered workers.

2. Social Security and Welfare Fund: A dedicated fund, known as the Rajasthan
Platform Based Gig Workers Social Security and Welfare Fund, is established to finance
worker welfare schemes. The fund is financed through a welfare cess levied on
aggregators and primary employers, ranging between 1% to 2% of the value of each
transaction involving a gig worker.

3. Grievance Redressal Mechanism: The Act offers a framework for gig workers to file
petitions regarding entitlements, payments, and other benefits. Designated officers are
appointed to address these grievances, ensuring a formal process for dispute resolution.

Karnataka Platform Based Gig Workers (Social Security and Welfare) Bill, 2024

38 All India Organization of Employers. (2023).The Rajasthan Platform Based Gig Workers Registration and
Welfare Bill. https://aioe.in/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Gig_Workers Bill 2023 1690274461.pdf
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Karnataka introduced the Karnataka Platform Based Gig Workers (Social Security and
Welfare) Bill** in 2024 aiming to enhance the rights and protections of gig workers. Key
provisions include:

1.

Welfare Fund and Fee: The Bill proposes the establishment of a welfare fund financed
by a welfare fee collected from aggregators. This fee is calculated as 1-5% of the
payment for each transaction made to a gig worker.

Rights-Based Approach: The legislation emphasizes safeguarding the rights of
platform-based gig workers by imposing obligations on aggregators concerning social
security, occupational health and safety, and working conditions.

Definitions and Scope: The Bill defines key terms such as 'gig worker' and 'aggregator,'
aiming to cover a broad range of platform-based work arrangements within the state.

4.3 Challenges in state-level legislation

While these legislative efforts represent significant strides toward recognizing and protecting

gig workers, several gaps and challenges remain:

1.

Implementation and Enforcement: The effectiveness of these laws hinges on robust
implementation mechanisms. Establishing and operationalizing welfare boards,
ensuring timely collection and disbursement of welfare funds, and setting up efficient
grievance redressal systems require substantial administrative capacity and political
will.

Coverage and Consistency: State-specific legislation may lead to inconsistencies
across regions, potentially causing confusion among workers and aggregators operating
in multiple states. A uniform national framework could provide consistency and broader
coverage.

Voluntary Participation and Compliance: In some cases, provisions for social
security are not mandatory, relying on the voluntary participation of aggregators and
workers. This may result in low enrolment and limited impact, as seen in the national
Code on Social Security, 2020.

Ambiguities in Definitions and Scope: Clear definitions of terms like 'gig worker,'
'aggregator,' and 'transaction' are crucial for effective implementation. Ambiguities can
lead to loopholes, exploitation, and difficulties in enforcing compliance.

Limited Benefits and Protections: While the establishment of welfare funds is a
positive step, the actual benefits provided may be limited in scope and scale.
Comprehensive protections, including minimum wage guarantees, health insurance,
and retirement benefits, are necessary to ensure the well-being of gig workers.

39 Government of Karnataka. (2024). The Karnataka Platform based Gig workers (Social Security and Welfare)
Bill. https://ksuwssb.karnataka.gov.in/storage/pdf-files/draftnotification.pdf
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In conclusion, while Rajasthan and Karnataka have initiated important legislative measures to
address the challenges faced by gig workers, these efforts must be complemented by a cohesive
national strategy. Addressing the identified gaps and ensuring that gig workers can fully benefit
from these laws require collaborative efforts between state and central governments,
aggregators, and worker representatives.

Addressing structural gaps in gig worker protections

The e-Shram portal introduced by the Ministry of Labour & Employment as a national database
for unorganized workers, aims to extend social security benefits to gig workers. However, mere
registration does not translate into tangible rights or protections. Despite the proliferation of
welfare schemes, more than 75% of gig workers report difficulties in accessing benefits—
resulting in low enrolment and undermining both coverage and policy effectiveness*’. The
portal lacks enforcement mechanisms to ensure platform compliance, and its reliance on
voluntary worker enrolment fails to address power imbalances in the gig economy. Many gig
workers remain unaware of these schemes, and registered members are yet to report positive
impacts on their finances. State-level interventions that mandate a welfare board funded by
platform fees, represent a step towards institutionalized gig worker protections. However,
without a national framework ensuring portability and uniformity, such measures risk being
piecemeal solutions with limited scalability.

A potential corrective mechanism lies in gig worker cooperatives, which could serve as
intermediaries negotiating better contracts, ensuring wage security, and providing collective
representation. While this model has gained traction globally, its implementation in India would
require legal recognition, financial backing, and a governance structure that safeguards worker
interests without introducing new dependencies. The evolving policy landscape must address
these gaps with enforceable protections that balance platform flexibility with worker security.

4.4 International policy landscape

European Union: Strengthening Worker Rights through Legislation

The European Union has taken decisive steps to address the precarious nature of gig work
through legislative intervention. Recent directives focus on reclassifying gig workers as
employees under specific conditions, ensuring access to fundamental labour protections such
as minimum wage, paid leave, and social security benefits. These measures also regulate

40 CUTS International. (2024). Social protection measures for gig workers and inclusive economic growth in
India.
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algorithmic management, compelling platforms to provide greater transparency in task
allocation, performance evaluation, and deactivation decisions. By mandating clear
accountability from digital platforms, the EU is setting a precedent for other economies
grappling with the regulatory void surrounding gig work.

France: The Right to Disconnect and Mental Health Protections

Recognizing the mental health hazards of an always-on work culture, France has pioneered the
"Right to Disconnect" law. This policy mandates that workers, including gig economy
participants, remain legally protected against work-related communications beyond designated
hours. Although this law was initially designed for traditional employment, its implications
extend to platform-based work, reinforcing the need for mental well-being safeguards in an
increasingly flexible labour market. This model serves as a benchmark for policies that balance
worker autonomy with necessary boundaries against digital exhaustion and exploitation.

United States: A Fragmented but Evolving Regulatory Landscape

The United States presents a patchwork of state-driven policies addressing gig work, reflecting
its decentralized labour governance. California’s Proposition 22, which controversially
maintained gig workers’ classification as independent contractors while offering limited
benefits, exemplifies this complex terrain. However, Washington state has moved towards a
more balanced approach, guaranteeing ride-share drivers a minimum pay rate and paid sick
leave while preserving their independent status. These developments signal a shift toward
hybrid regulatory models, attempting to reconcile platform flexibility with essential labour
protections—an approach that remains a critical reference point for global policymakers.

Australia: Setting the Bar on Gig Worker Protections

Australia has taken decisive steps to rein in platform exploitation and impose accountability.
The Fair Work Commission now wields the authority to set minimum standards for gig
workers, covering pay rates, safety measures, and safeguards against arbitrary deactivation. In
2023, the Australian government pushed further, proposing reforms that extend core
employment rights—Ilike collective bargaining and protection against unfair termination—to
gig workers in certain categories. Platforms can no longer operate in a black box; transparency
in algorithmic decision-making is now a legal necessity. This is not a half-measure. It is a clear
signal that the gig economy cannot thrive on unchecked exploitation. India must take note—
piecemeal protections will not be enough. Stronger regulations are not just inevitable; they are
essential.
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Thailand: Embedding Financial Access into Gig Work Regulation

Thailand has taken a pragmatic approach to gig economy regulation by combining ministerial
guidelines with targeted financial inclusion schemes. While not governed by a single omnibus
law, the Ministry of Labour has endorsed the Independent Labour Promotion & Protection Bill,
allowing workers to access certain legal benefits under the Social Security Act (SSA). Gig
workers may voluntarily insure themselves for benefits in case of death, illness or disability.
However, the bill continues to disregard their occupational status*!.

Thailand’s approach integrates embedded finance mechanisms, particularly through
government-backed digital platforms that connect women gig workers to microcredit, savings
schemes, and insurance products*. Initiatives like the PromptPay system, linked to national
ID infrastructure, have enabled direct benefit transfers and financial services access among
women, reducing reliance on cash and informal networks. These efforts are supported by cross-
sector collaboration between the Bank of Thailand, Ministry of Finance, and fintech startups.
The model offers lessons in leveraging existing identity and payment systems to deliver
portable, inclusive protections—especially for women workers operating in informal or digital
marketplaces.

41 Sutassanamarlee, D. et al. (2024). Narrowing the gender divide: Thailand’s platform economy and digital
work. https://justjobsnetwork.org/files/narrowing-the-gender-divide-thailand%E2 %80%99s-platform-
economy-and-digital-work june-2024.pdf

42 ASEAN. (2022). Protecting decent work and protecting informal workers. https://asean.org/wp-
content/uploads/2022/05/The-ASEAN-Magazine-Issue-21-2022-Informal-Economy.pdf
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5 Policy Recommendations

5.1 Financial security for gig workers

To address financial precarity of gig workers, the government must introduce regulatory
frameworks ensuring a stable and predictable income. First, platforms should be mandated to
provide a minimum guaranteed payout per hour or per task, preventing severe income
fluctuations®. Second, dynamic pricing mechanisms must be made transparent, ensuring that
workers are fairly compensated for peak-hour demands without hidden deductions. Third,
social security schemes should be expanded to include gig workers, offering access to
emergency funds, unemployment benefits, and pension plans to cushion against income
volatility. Finally, financial literacy programs should be implemented to help gig workers
manage irregular earnings, invest in savings schemes, and avoid predatory lending traps™.

5.2 Ensuring gender equality in the gig economy

To combat gender-based discrimination in gig work, strict enforcement of the principle of equal
pay for equal work is necessary. Platforms must be legally required to publish transparent pay
structures and gender-based earning data to prevent wage disparities. Additionally, platforms
should implement safety-first policies, allowing female workers to view the gender of
customers before accepting a job and enabling them to rate and report unsafe interactions. To
further improve workplace security, platforms must provide women with the option to reject
late-night shifts without penalty and ensure safe commuting routes. The government must also
enforce regulatory oversight on aggregator commissions, preventing exploitative practices that
disproportionately impact female gig workers.

5.3 Extending social security to gig workers

To address the absence of social security, gig workers must be formally recognized as workers
under labour laws, ensuring their entitlement to benefits such as paid leave, minimum wage
protections, and insurance. Drawing from the UK Supreme Court’s ruling in Uber BV v Aslam,
India should implement mandates requiring platforms to provide basic social protections.
Additionally, to counter the low uptake of government schemes due to procedural complexities,

43 Kapoor, A. (2021). The challenge with gig economy. The Economic Times, 4 August.
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/jobs/the-challenge-with-gig-economy/articleshow/85031089.cms
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the government must simplify the application process and enhance outreach through digital
and media campaigns. Given the financial precarity of gig workers, mechanisms such as
contributory pension schemes and emergency relief funds must be established to prevent debt
traps and income shocks.

To mitigate the risks of algorithmic bias, platforms must be mandated to ensure transparency
in job allocation and wage determination. Governments should introduce algorithmic
accountability laws, requiring platforms to disclose criteria used for task distribution and
worker ratings*. Third-party audits of these algorithms must be conducted regularly to detect
and rectify discriminatory patterns based on caste, religion, or gender. Additionally, a right to
explanation policy should be enforced, ensuring that workers can challenge algorithmic
decisions that negatively affect their earnings or access to work. This would provide a safeguard
against arbitrary downgrading or suppression of worker visibility on platforms. For sensitive
services like beauty and massage, where algorithmic preferences may reinforce social biases,
platforms must be required to maintain a neutral allocation system that does not enable caste-
based exclusion. However, in areas where safety is a concern, gender-based filtering may be
permitted to protect female workers and consumers, provided it is explicitly justified and
regulated.

5.4 Ensuring fair and transparent contracts

To protect gig workers from exploitative contractual terms, the government must introduce
standardized contract regulations for platform-based work. These regulations should ensure
that contracts explicitly define:

1. Terms of engagement: Including job expectations, pay structure, and grounds for
suspension or termination.

2. Notice period and due process: Gig workers must receive a minimum notice period
before termination, except in cases of proven misconduct. Platforms should be required
to issue a show-cause notice and provide an appeals process before removing a
worker®.

3. Proportional accountability: If workers are held accountable for performance,
platforms must also be accountable for ensuring fair work conditions, including clear
payment structures and workload distribution.

4. Data transparency: Workers should have the right to access their performance metrics
and dispute algorithmic assessments that impact their earnings or job availability.

4 Koutsimpogiorgos, N., Slageren, J., Herrmann, A., et al. (2020), Conceptualizing the gig economy and its
regulatory problems. Policy & Internet 12(4): 525-545.
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Regulatory authorities must develop platform-specific employment codes that mandate
compliance with these contract standards. Non-compliance should result in penalties and
suspension of platform operations until corrective action is taken.

5.5 Preventing sudden & unexplained deactivation of worker accounts

Unilateral deactivation of gig worker accounts without due process leads to severe livelihood
disruptions. To address this, the government should introduce platform accountability
measures that include the following:

1. Mandated Justification for Deactivation — Platforms must provide a clear, written
explanation for any account suspension or termination. This justification must be
accessible to workers in their preferred language and include details of complaints or
performance issues leading to the decision.

2. Appeals and Review Mechanisms — Workers must have the right to appeal
deactivation through an independent grievance redressal system. This system could be
overseen by a tripartite body consisting of government representatives, labour unions,
and platform operators.

3. Gradual Disciplinary Measures — Instead of abrupt deactivation, platforms should
follow a tiered penalty system that includes:

o Warnings for first-time violations
o Temporary suspensions for repeated breaches
o Permanent deactivation only after due process is followed

4. Legal Protections Against False Accusations — In cases where customers falsely
accuse workers (such as in assault claims), platforms must conduct internal inquiries
before taking punitive action. Additionally, workers should have the right to
challenge accusations in labour courts.

To ensure compliance, the government can mandate annual audits of platform deactivation
policies, with penalties for wrongful terminations.

5.6 Occupational safety and health hazards

Gig work, particularly in transportation and delivery, exposes workers to serious health risks.
Long hours, unrealistic delivery timelines, and lack of social security have led to increased
cases of chronic fatigue and accidents. In response, Australia has mandated minimum rest
breaks for gig workers in high-risk sectors, while Spain’s “Riders Law” holds platforms
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accountable for worker safety®. India’s labour codes should incorporate sector-specific
protections, mandating work-hour caps, accident insurance, and heatwave safety provisions for
outdoor gig workers.

5.7 Addressing mental health challenges

Mental health remains a neglected aspect of gig work policy. Income uncertainty, platform
algorithmic pressures, and customer ratings contribute to heightened stress and anxiety among
gig workers. In response, governments in Canada and Germany have launched psychological
support programs tailored for freelancers and gig workers. India should integrate mental health
awareness modules into platform training programs and offer subsidized counselling services
through government-backed welfare initiatives. Additionally, helplines such as ‘KIRAN’
should expand their outreach to gig workers, ensuring accessible mental health support.

5.8 Policy recommendations

1. Incorporating Mental Health Education in Skilling Programs

o Government must mandate that all gig platforms include a mental health
awareness module in their skilling courses. These courses should educate
workers on managing stress, coping with financial uncertainty, and seeking
professional help when needed*’.

o Training should also include guidance on work-life balance and stress
management techniques tailored for gig workers facing unpredictable
workloads.

2. Subsidizing Access to Mental Health Services

o Government should subsidize or fund mental health support programs for gig
workers, particularly for those from economically weaker backgrounds.

o Partnerships with public hospitals and telehealth platforms can ensure gig
workers receive low-cost or free mental health consultations.

o Gig platforms must be incentivized to offer mental health benefits, such as free
or discounted counselling sessions for workers experiencing high levels of
stress.

4> European Agency for Safety and Health at Work (2021) Spain: The Riders’ Law, new regulation on digital
platform work. https://osha.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2022-

01/Spain_Riders Law_new_regulation_digital platform_work.pdf

6 Gross, S.A., Musgrave, G., & Janciute, L. (2018). Research evidence. Well-being and Mental Health in the Gig
Economy: Policy Perspectives on Precarity 4: 12—19.
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3. Expanding the Reach of Existing Mental Health Helplines

o Platforms like government-run ‘KIRAN’ helpline*’ should be widely publicized
among gig workers to ensure they are aware of available resources.

o Awareness campaigns through platform notifications, SMS, and social media
should be conducted to improve outreach.

4. Regulating Work Hours and Breaks

o While gig work is inherently flexible, platforms should be required to ensure
workers are not overworking themselves to the point of exhaustion.

o Incentives for responsible scheduling, such as mandatory break periods after a
certain number of hours worked, can be introduced to reduce burnout.

These policy interventions will help mitigate the mental health risks associated with gig work,

ensuring workers are better equipped to manage stress while maintaining sustainable
livelihoods.

47 Press Information Bureau. (2020). 24x7 Toll-Free Mental Health Rehabilitation Helpline Kiran launched in 13
languages. https://pib.gov.in/pressreleaseshare.aspx?prid=1652240
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6 Conclusion

The gig economy in India stands at crossroads. While it has generated employment and
expanded consumer convenience, it remains marred by structural vulnerabilities—income
volatility, lack of worker protections, and regulatory ambiguity. Governments worldwide have
recognized the need for intervention, implementing policies that balance innovation with
worker welfare. India, however, continues to lag in institutionalizing meaningful protections,
leaving gig workers in a precarious position. Without robust policy frameworks, the very
workforce that fuels digital platforms risks being trapped in cycles of financial and social
insecurity.

A fundamental shift is necessary. Instead of viewing gig work as an inevitable trade-off
between flexibility and precarity, India must reimagine its approach. This includes enforceable
social security mechanisms, skill development pathways, and collective bargaining models that
give workers a stake in their own futures. Global trends point toward stronger regulation and
state-backed support, and India cannot afford to be left behind.

In this context, government-backed initiatives like Sahakar Taxi represent a pivotal experiment.
Cooperatives offer an alternative to the aggregator-dominated model, giving workers more
control over their earnings and working conditions. However, their success will depend on
sustained policy support, operational efficiency, and the willingness to challenge entrenched
market players. The question remains: will Sahakar Taxi be a blueprint for a more equitable
gig economy or a symbolic gesture lost to inefficiencies? The answer will shape the future of
gig work in India.

Case Study
Sahkar Taxi: A Cooperative Model for Equitable Gig Work

In a bold move to recalibrate the gig economy landscape, the Indian government has unveiled
'Sahkar Taxi', a cooperative-based ride-hailing service designed to empower drivers by
ensuring direct profit flow, free from intermediary commissions. Announced by Union Home
and Cooperation Minister Amit Shah on March 26, 2025, this initiative aims to register two-
wheeler taxis, auto-rickshaws, and four-wheeler taxis across the nation. Unlike traditional
platforms such as Ola and Uber where a significant portion of earnings is siphoned off as
commission, Sahkar Taxi ensures that all profits accrue directly to the drivers. This model not
only enhances the financial well-being of gig workers but also aligns with the broader vision
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of 'Sahkar Se Samriddhi' (Prosperity through Cooperation), emphasizing collective growth and
equitable wealth distribution.

The cooperative framework of Sahkar Taxi addresses several endemic issues plaguing the gig
economy, including income instability, lack of social security, and the absence of collective
bargaining power. By fostering a system where drivers are stakeholders, the initiative promotes
greater transparency, equitable profit-sharing, and enhanced job security. Moreover, the
government's plan to establish a cooperative insurance company to support this ecosystem
further underscores a commitment to safeguarding the interests of gig workers.

This initiative serves as a compelling model for reimagining gig work, demonstrating that
government intervention can effectively counteract exploitative practices and promote a more
sustainable and just economic framework. As the gig economy continues to evolve, the Sahkar
Taxi model offers valuable insights into creating systems that prioritize worker welfare without
compromising on efficiency or service quality.
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