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Abstract

Protest in the gig economy has taken many forms and targets (platforms, customers, and state
officials). However, researchers are yet to adequately account for this diversity. We use a
European survey of Upwork and PeoplePerHour platform workers in the remote gig economy
to investigate worker orientation towards different forms of protest. Results reveal that

worker anger, dependence, and digital communication shape contention in the remote gig



economy. Support for collective organisation is associated not only with anger at platforms
but also workers’ dependence on the platform and communication with other workers.
Whereas individual action against clients is associated only with anger and communication
but not communication and support for state regulation is associated only with anger but not
dependence or communication. We conclude that despite the novelty of these emergent social
relations, the relational approach entailed by Mobilisation Theory can aid explanation of
contention in the gig economy by shedding light on the dynamic process by which solidarity

and dependence alter the perceived costs and benefits of particular remedies to injustice.
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Introduction

Protest and contention in the gig economy are increasingly common. A recent index of media
reports finds that there have been 330 incidences of platform worker protest globally since
January 2015 (Joyce et al., 2020). The gig economy consists of workers selling labour via
platforms both locally (thus requiring the worker to be physically proximate to the customer) and
remotely (enabling the service to be provided without physical proximity to the customer) (Huws
et al., 2016; Wood et al., 2018; 2019a). The local gig economy consists of work such as ride
hailing and delivery (e.g., Uber and Deliveroo) while the remote gig economy consists of tasks

that can be delivered over the Internet, such as data entry, graphic design, and content writing



(e.g. Upwork, Fiverr, PeoplePerHour, Freelancer.com and Amazon’s Mechanical Turk). Protest
and contentious actions in both the local and remote gig economy have taken many forms
(strikes, demonstrations, legal action etc.) and have aimed at influencing a variety of targets
(online platforms, state officials, customers). While the field of industrial relations has
traditionally focused on the relations between workers, employers, and the state (Dunlop,
1958), social relations in platform work are more complex. Rather than acting as traditional
employers, platforms operate as multi-sided markets matching customers who request goods
and services with workers who provide them (Evans, 2003; Lehdonvirta et al., 2019; Wood
and Lehdonvirta, 2021a). Researchers have therefore documented protests focused on the
relations between workers’ and customers (Irani and Silberman, 2013; Lehdonvirta, 2016,
Wood et al., 2018); workers and platforms (Cant, 2019; Lehdonvirta, 2016; Tassinari and
Maccarrone, 2020; Wood and Lehdonvirta, 2021a); and workers and the state (Aslam and
Woodcock, 2020; Johnston and Land-Kazlauskas, 2019). Explanations of protest in the gig
economy must therefore account for the differing social relations that exist between workers,

customers, platforms, and the state.

Existing research has sought to make sense of this social complexity and its
relationship with platform worker protest primarily through the qualitative analysis of
instances of collective mobilisation. This research has succeeded in highlighting a range of
factors associated with the propensity to protest, including anger generated by antagonisms
inherent to gig work, the dependence of workers on their platforms, and the presence of
collective solidarity among workers, often mediated by digital communication networks.
However, researchers are yet to synthesise this knowledge to understand why, at different
times and in different places, platform worker protest takes particular forms and variously
targets platforms, customers, and the state. Moreover, existing studies have focused on cases

where collective mobilisation has occurred, which is problematic for two reasons. First, cases



of smaller scale protest and individual resistance, which tend to take customers and clients as
their target, have been neglected. Workers in the remote gig economy have been found to
take action against clients by leaving negative feedback for clients (Anwar and Graham,
2020a) and to download plugins which enable them to rate their clients even when the
platform does not enable them to do so (Irani and Silberman, 2013). Workers in this sector
have also been found to enforce price norms so that other workers do not accept work from
low paying clients (Wood et al., 2018) and to publicly shame bad clients (Anwar and
Graham, 2020a; Wood et al., 2018), as well as withholding work (Anwar and Graham,
2020a) and threatening to end contracts with bad clients (Wood and Lehdonvirta, 2021a).
Wood et al. (2019a) also detail how remote gig workers find ways to circumvent client
monitoring of their work through learning when screenshots of their desktop will be taken
and using secondary monitors. In the local gig economy, research has highlighted how
workers take action against customers, with Méhlmann and Zalmanson (2017) documenting
how ride hail drivers cancel rides to avoid bad customers/ratings. Additionally, in the
delivery sector Cant and Woodcock (2020) document riders protesting McDonalds regarding
delivery waiting times. These examples of worker action against clients and customers are
potentially important, as Thompson and Ackroyd (1999) highlight that workers may
undertake acts of ‘organisational misbehaviour’ even in the absence of formal collective
organisation and unions and, in fact, Atzeni (2016) argues that such worker self-activity can

be a precursor to collective association.

Second, by focusing on instances of the successful realisation of collective action
previous research has tended to sample on the dependent variable. That is, it has sought to
explain cases of the successful realisation of the phenomenon under consideration while
ignoring the much more common absence of collective protest in similar circumstances.

Additionally, with some notable qualitative exceptions (e.g. Anwar and Graham, 2020a; Irani



and Silberman, 2013; Lehdonvirta, 2016; Panteli et al., 2020; Wood et al., 2018; Wood and
Lehdonvirta, 2021a) most research has focused on contention in the local gig economy.
While there are many similarities in platform affordances and business practices across the
local/remote divide (Gandini, 2019; Kellogg et al., 2020; Vallas and Schor, 2020), there are
some significant differences (Howcroft and Bergvall-Kareborn, 2019) which may influence
the dynamics of contention. Wood et al. (2019a) provide a detailed qualitative account of the
labour process entailed by ‘macro’ freelance type platform work in the remote gig economy
and highlight how working conditions are shaped by platform’s use of algorithmic control. In
particular, this research highlights that workers frequently experience autonomy but also
highly intense work during anti-social hours, while pay and precarity are polarised and
dependent on an individuals’ platform reputation. This article, therefore, makes an important
contribution by investigating contention in this under studied sector of the remote gig
economy. In the discussion we consider the degree to which our findings may be influenced

by the specific nature of the remote gig economy and thus differ from the local gig economy.

In this article we investigate how the complex social relations of the gig economy
influence workers’ support for and engagement in different forms of protest. To do so, we
focus not only on collective protest aimed at employers and the state, but also on less visible
forms of individual protest directed at customers and clients. We analyse a survey of platform
workers based in Europe who provide remote digital services on the platforms Upwork and
PeoplePerHour. A survey approach enables the analyses to control for the simultaneous
influence of individual and contextual factors on support for protest, while also reaching a
broader spectrum of workers (including those not protesting) than previous studies. This
research also constitutes the first quantitative investigation of protest in the remote gig
economy and thus provides an important counterpoint to research into the local gig economy

— a point we return to in the discussion.



Our findings reveal that different forms of protest have different determinants. We
find support for collective organisation (i.e. unions) is significantly associated with all three
of the factors highlighted in the existing literature: worker anger at the antagonisms inherent
to gig work, dependence on platforms, and frequent digital communication with other
platform workers which generates solidarity. However, engagement in individual forms of
protest against clients is significantly associated with worker anger and communication, but
not with dependence. Support for greater state regulation of platforms is associated with
worker anger, but not with dependence or communication. We argue that the differing level
of perceived risk associated with each form of contention explains this variation. Moreover,
we argue that the relational approach of Kelly’s (1998) Mobilisation Theory is well placed to
explain this diversity. In this way, this article makes novel empirical and theoretical
contributions to our understanding of the relationship between the social relations of the gig

economy and different forms of platform worker protest.

Social Relations and Protest in the Gig Economy

Extant research has highlighted the existence of protest across the diverse industries and
platforms that make up the gig economy, including participation in strikes, demonstrations,
and legal action. An overview of existing scholarship on gig worker protest in Table 1
highlights the diversity of targets and forms of protest. Protests have been documented in
which the targets of workers’ demands have variously been: customers (Irani and Silberman,
2013; Lehdonvirta, 2016, Wood et al., 2018); platforms (Cant, 2019; Cini and Goldmann,
2020; Lei, 2021, Lehdonvirta, 2016; Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2020; Wood and

Lehdonvirta, 2021a); and the state (Aslam and Woodcock, 2020; Johnston and Land-



Kazlauskas, 2019). Workers have participated in strikes, demonstrations, and legal actions;

sought to influence price norms; and utilised and contributed to client-rating software.

Table 1: Existing Research on Protest in the Gig Economy

Target of Platform Industry Action Citation

Protest

Customer MTurk Digital Client rating plugin Irani & Silberman
(2013)

Freelance Digital Price norms Wood et al. (2018)

Platform

Freelance Digital Publicly shame bad Anwar and Graham,

platform clients (2020a); Wood et al.,

(2018)

Freelance Digital Threats to end Wood and

platform contract Lehdonvirta (2021a)

Freelance Digital Withhold work from Anwar and Graham,

platform clients (2020a)

Freelance Digital Circumvent client Anwar and Graham,

platform monitoring of work (2020a); Wood et al.,

(2019a)

Uber Driving Cancelling rides to Mohlmann and
avoid bad Zalmanson (2017)
customers/ratings.

UberEats Delivery Protests outside Cant & Woodcock
restaurants for (2020)
reduced waiting times

Platform MTurk Digital Petition and email Lehdonvirta (2016)
campaign

Freelance Digital Petition and forum Wood & Lehdonvirta

Platform campaign (2019)

Deliveroo Delivery Strikes and Cant (2019);
demonstrations Tassinari and

Maccarrone (2020);
Cini and Goldmann
(2020)

Foodora Delivery Strikes and Tassinari and
demonstrations Maccarrone (2020)

UberEats Delivery Strikes and Cant & Woodcock
demonstrations (2020)

Uber Driving Strikes and Aslam & Woodcook
demonstrations (2019)

Meituan Delivery Strikes and Lei (2021)
demonstrations

Ele.me Delivery Strikes and Lei (2021)
demonstrations

Didi Driving App Bots Chen (2018)




State Uber Driving Demonstrations; Aslam & Woodcook
legal action; legal (2019); Johnston and
enactment Land-Kazlauskas

(2019)
Crowdflower | Digital Legal action Lehdonvirta (2016)

Across the existing scholarship, there appears to be little evidence of any industry-
based pattern in the forms or targets of protest undertaken by gig workers. An analysis of
media reports undertaken by Joyce et al. (2020) similarly finds substantial variation in the
patterning of the protest actions undertaken by platform workers in the local gig economy.

This raises the question of how to account for the diversity of protest in the gig economy.

Clues as to why these workers engage in protest can be gleaned from extant
qualitative studies of platform worker protest. Tassinari and Maccarrone’s (2020) study of
strikes and demonstrations by food delivery workers in the UK and Italy highlights how
protests against platforms emerged spontaneously as a result of antagonism inherent to the
labour process. This antagonism manifested as anger at low pay, changes to the payment
method, uncertainty over earnings and working hours, absence of sick pay, health and safety,
non-transparent performance management, shift allocation, and deactivation. Likewise, Lei
(2021) finds that the manner in which platforms organise work in the Chinese food delivery
sector generates grievances that can spark collective action. In the remote gig economy,
Wood and Lehdonvirta (2021a) detail how antagonism manifests as anger towards platform
fees, low pay rates, and lack of voice channels and can lead to collective protest and support
for unions when workers are unable to easily exit their platforms due to the dependency
resulting from platform gate keeping, network effects and data lock-in. This claim is
supported by the earlier finding that workers who are more dependent on a platform are more
likely to support collaborative efforts to raise their wages (Wood et. al., 2018). Similarly,
Joyce (2020) argues that platform dependence fuels protest by creating an unstable ‘cash-

nexus’ between workers and their platforms. Chinese food delivery workers who are



dependent on the work have also been found to be more likely to engage in collective action
(Lei, 2021). In contrast, the lack of attachment to platform work among food delivery
workers in Australia has been found to reduce contention (Barratt et al., 2020). These
findings are in line with dependency and attachment having been found to shape other work
outcomes, such as dissatisfaction, autonomy, hourly wages, and precarity (Dunn, 2020;
Goods et al., 2019; Josserand and Kaine, 2019; Lei, 2021; Ravenelle, 2019; Schor et al.,
2020). Therefore, previous research into platform work suggests that anger combined with
dependence on platforms are two important factors that may explain contention in the gig
economy. These findings can be related to Kelly’s (1998) ‘Mobilisation Theory’ synthesis of
social movement research (principally, Tilly, 1978; McAdam,1988; and Snow et al., 1986).
Kelly’s approach highlights that workers may take different forms of protest action due to the
varying intensity of anger and sense of injustice generated by antagonisms at work and

because dependence on individual platforms alters the perceived cost/benefits of voice.

Additionally, Tassinari and Maccarrone (2020: 5) build on the work of Atzeni (2009;
2010) to highlight the importance of generation of ‘collective feelings of reciprocity and
responsibility’. Atzeni (2009; 2010), argues the labour process necessitates worker
socialisation and this leads to the formation of embryonic solidarity between workers placed
in a common situation of dependence. According to Atzeni (2009; 2010) this embryonic
solidarity forms the basis for the active solidarity of undertaking collective action (see also:
Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2020). The term solidarity relates to ‘a communal sense of
obligation to support collective action’ (Heckscher and McCarthy, 2014: 629) and can be
understood in terms of Putnam’s (2001) discussion of social capital in which a sense of
solidarity develops via bonding and bridging within and between groups with situational
commonalities (Jarley, 2005; Morgan and Pulignano, 2019; Saundry et al. 2012). Wood

(2015; 2020) has demonstrated that inter-worker communication via digital technologies can



lead to the development of a sense of ‘networked solidarity’ amongst spatially and temporally
fragmented workers. In their study of Foodora and Deliveroo workers, Tassinari and
Maccarrone’s (2020) find that solidarity developed between gig workers as they provided
each other with help and support while gathered at order waiting points and via digital
networks and communities (see also: Cini and Goldmann, 2020). The importance of
communication for solidarity is highlighted in other studies of collective action in the local
gig economy. For instance, in ride hailing, Aslam and Woodcock (2019) and Maffie (2020)
find that gig workers engage in digital communication in search of help and support for
dealing with customers. Such embryonic solidarity has additionally been found to form the
basis of protest against platforms and support for unions among ride hail and food delivery
workers (Aslam and Woodcock, 2019; Cini and Goldmann, 2020; Cant, 2019; Cant and
Woodcock; 2020; Maffie, 2020; Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2020). The importance of
communication and the generation of solidarity for protest can, like anger and dependence, be
related to Kelly’s (1998) Mobilisation Theory which highlights the importance of a sense of
collective interests existing for protest to take place. Kelly (1998: 37) argues that this entails
the development of a shared perception of group membership and is influenced by worker
interaction and the density of social networks. Individuals thus come to see group
membership as a distinct social category which is defined in opposition to an out-group who
have different interests and values. Group identification is particularly important as it is
argued to strengthen and amplify outrage at perceived injustices through a process of

reinforcement and legitimisation (Kelly, 1998).

Existing research has therefore highlighted three important aspects of gig economy
social relations that lead both to the emergence of protest against platforms and to support for
unions: (1) anger generated by poor working conditions; (2) experiences of dependence on

particular platforms; (3) emergence of solidarity between workers on the same platform.
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However, due to a lack quantitative data, researchers have not yet been able to adequately
explain why these factors lead to different forms of protest by platform workers at different
times, including less well studied instances of individual actions against customers or claims
made on the state. Additionally, the role of embryonic solidarity and communication in
facilitating support for unions has only been explored quantitively in the local gig economy,

by Maffie (2020) and Newlands et al. (2018).

Methodologically, existing research has largely relied on interviews with workers
involved in singular instances of protest or cycles of contention. This makes it difficult to
draw broader conclusions about the determinants of protest in other settings, why some
workers fail to protest when others do, or why the targets and forms of protest have been so
variable. Appropriate survey data can contribute towards our understanding of protest in the
gig economy by reaching a broader range of workers, and by assessing the simultaneous
influence of individual and contextual factors, which influence both support for protest and
individual acts of resistance. In the rest of this article, we seek to address the limitations of
previous research on gig economy protest by using novel survey data to investigate the role
of antagonisms, dependence, and solidarity in explaining gig worker support for different

forms of protest and contention.

Data and Methods

Data for the analyses comes from a recent survey of freelancers (N = 430) working on two
prominent online labour platforms for remote digital services (Upwork and PeoplePerHour).
The services include data entry, graphic design, digital marketing, translation, transcription,
and programming, amongst others. The survey was commissioned by the European Centre

for the Development of Vocational Training of the European Union to investigate online
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freelancers working in six European countries: Finland (N = 76), Germany (63), Italy (70),
Romania (78), Spain (69), and the UK (74). The survey included questions on workers’
experiences of and attitudes towards online platform work. The survey targeted workers aged
18 and over, with experience on the target platform, and located in one of the six target
countries. Workers belonging to this population were identified using platform search
functions and invited to complete the survey until equal quotas for sex and country were
approximately filled. Workers were picked randomly from each search results page as
opposed to systematically following the results, to mitigate algorithmic bias. A response rate
of 20% for successfully completed questionnaires was achieved. Survey respondents were
paid USD 9.50, EUR 8.50 or GBP 7-7.50 depending on their preferred means (in-platform

payment or Amazon gift card), exchange rates, and platform fees.

Despite best efforts, the sampling procedure does impose limitations on the
generalisability of the findings. In particular, there is likely self-selection into the sample by
preference for answering surveys, which could be due to differences in opportunity costs.
However, our respondents are similar in age and educational characteristics to the
respondents of a large-scale survey conducted for the European Union’s COLLEEM project
(Pesole et al., 2018). Respondents are young (Figure 1) and highly educated (Figure 2): more
than three quarters are under 40, and 68% have completed at least an undergraduate degree.
This suggests that at least in demographic characteristics the sample is reflective of the

broader gig worker population in Europe.
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Figure 1: Sex and Age Group of Respondents

Older than 60 years

51-60 years
S
o Gender
O 41-50 years M Female
% Male
<

31-40 years

18-30 years

80 60 40 20 0 20 40 60 80 100
Frequency

Figure 2: What is the highest level of education you have completed?

No Formal Schooling

Some Secondary

Secondary 1

Technical Qualification 1

Professional Qualification

Some Undergraduate 1

Undergraduate Degree 1

Masters Degree

Doctorate

50 100 150
Frequency

o
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To investigate the extent to which respondents engage in or support different forms of
protest, we constructed three composite dependent variables. The variables measure the
extent to which respondents (1) have taken action against their clients (“Client Action™), (2)
support collective organisation (“Collective Organisation’), and (3) support greater
application of state regulation on platforms (“State Regulation™). Each of these composite
dependent variables was constructed by summing relevant five-category Likert-scale items
from the survey.? Client Action comprises three items measuring the extent to which
workers’ treatment by clients led them to (i) threaten to end a contract with a client, (ii) end a
contract, and (iii) refuse to continue working for a client (a.= 0.72). Collective Organisation
likewise comprises three items: (i) wanting to improve wages collaboratively, (ii) interest in
joining, and (iii) interest in forming a freelancer union (a = 0.83). State Regulation comprises
two items: whether (i) national minimum wages should be paid by platforms and whether (ii)
states should do more to regulate platforms (p = 0.38). Greater detail on the distributions of
the underlying factors in these composite dependent variables (and the independent variables
described below) can be found in the first stage of the analysis in the next section of this
article.

To investigate the determinants of support for different forms of protest, we also
constructed three composite independent variables. These variables measure aspects of the
social relations of gig work, which previous research has argued are associated with support
for protest. The variables measure the extent of workers’ (1) anger at their working
conditions (“Anger”), their (2) dependence on the platform for work (“Dependence”), and (3)
how frequently they communicated with other workers (“Communication”).

The Anger variable measures how frustrated workers feel about working on the
platform by summing nine relevant five-category Likert-scale items that capture attitudes

towards pay from clients (too low, lower than deserved, late), fees charged by the platform
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(too high), and experiences of working for clients and platforms (treated unfairly, not
supported, exploitative, too much competition from abroad, platforms have too much power)
(= 0.74). These items reflect the antagonism built into the labour process of platform work
(Wood and Lehdonvirta, 2021a).

The Dependence variable measures the extent to which workers are unable to act on
their grievances or exert power over their clients or platforms. The variable comprises nine
relevant items: unable to replace clients, unable to criticise clients, unable switch platform
without loss of income, unable to redress unfair treatment, feeling replaceable, feeling afraid
to ask for better conditions, feeling helpless, having to work too many hours, fearing platform
fee increases, and fearing the effect of unfair feedback on income (o = 0.72).3

The Communication variable sums three relevant seven-category items which
measure the frequency of communicating with other workers via online forums, social media
(including text messaging and email), and face-to-face (a = 0.66). As indicated in the
statistical tests in parentheses above (Cronbach’s alpha, a, and Pearson correlation
coefficient, p), the resulting item sets generally do have very good internal correlation, with
the possible exception of the State Regulation measure (p = 0.38). For exploratory research,

such as this, we do consider a p in excess of 0.3 acceptable, however.

Findings

Anger, dependence, and communication among remote platform workers

First, we examine the distribution of responses for the independent variables. Our findings
suggest that, although our respondents generally feel fairly treated, there is a high level of
discontent related to the material rewards of platform work. Figure 3, which plots the
distributions of underlying items in Anger, reveals that among our survey respondents at least

75% of workers believe that the fees platforms charge are too high and that the pay which
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workers receive is too low. At least 50% believe that their pay is less than they deserve, and
that foreign competition should be limited. Sizable minorities believe that platforms benefit
shareholders at the expense of workers (42%) and that platforms have too much power
(24%).

Figure 3: 'Anger' Independent Variable Underlying Items
Agree/Strongly Agree [l Neither [ | Disagree/Strongly Disagree

Fees Too High-
Rates Too Low-
Rates Lower Than Deserved-

Limit Foreign Competition-

Platforms Benefit Shareholders _
at Expense of Worker

Supported by Platform-

Platforms Too Powerful-

Treated Unfairly-

Late Pay-

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%
Figure 4, which plots the distributions of the underlying items in Dependence, reveals that
many workers experience dependence on the platform on which they work. For instance,
more than half could not switch the platform on which they work without substantial loss of
income. More than 75% feared that their platform would increase the fees they are charging.
A significant minority of workers indicated that they had a weak bargaining position relative
to clients, suggesting that they are likely to also be in a position of dependence with regards
to their clients. For instance, more than 25% of workers indicated that they are afraid to
demand better work terms and hourly rates, that they feel helpless when unfairly treated by

clients, that they are unable to easily replace clients, and that they feel replaceable.

Additionally, 62% of workers feared the effect of unfair feedback on their future income.
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Figure 4: 'Dependence’ Independent Variable Underlying ltems
Agree/Strongly Agree [ Neither [ | Disagree/Strongly Disagree

Fear Fee Increases-

Fear Effect of Unfair Feedback _
on Income

Cannot Switch Platform without _
Loss of Income

Feel Replaceable-

Unable to Replace Clients-

Afraid to Request Better Conditions-

Have To Work Too Many Hours-

Feel Helpless-

Unable To Criticize Clients-

0% 25% 50% 75%

Finally, with regards to the Communication variable, survey respondents had little
face-to-face communication with other workers, with 85% of workers never or rarely
communicating in this way. However, as Figure 5 demonstrates, many workers were making
use of digital technologies to communicate with each other on a regular basis, with 45%
communicating through either social media or online forums at least once a week. In
comparison, Southeast Asian and Sub-Saharan African platform workers working through
similar platforms, surveyed by Wood et al. (2018), were slightly more likely to be in weekly

contact with each other (+13 percentage points (pp)).
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Figure 5: '"Communication’ Independent Variable Underlying ltems

Communicate Face-to-Face Communicate via Social Media Use Forums

40.0%-
30.0%-
20.0%-
10.0%- I
0.0%- ..-— l-I ..—-

As for the items comprising our dependent variables, we find that 55% of workers

H3A3IN
AT3HEVY
H3A3IN
AT3YVY
H3A3IN
AT3HUVY

M33IM V¥ 30NO
AVA VY 3ONO
M33IM ¥V 3ONO
AVA ¥ 3ONO
M33IM ¥V 3ONO
AVA V¥ 3ONO

M33AM V SINIL TVHIAIS
AVA VY SINIL TVHIAIS
MIIM Y SINIL TVHIAZS
AVA VY S3NIL TVYH3IAZS
M3IM V STNIL TVHIAIS
AVA V S3NIL TYH3IAZS

have taken some form of retaliatory action against individual clients: ending or threatening to
end their contract or refusing to continue to work with them. Support for government
regulation and minimum wages were also widespread, with 39% supporting the former and
55% the latter. Many of the workers we surveyed were also supportive of collective
organisation. Fifty-nine per cent responded that they were interested in collaboratively
improving wages. Fifty percent agreed or strongly agreed that if there were a trade union or
workers’ association for freelancers they would join.

It is interesting to compare the above with figures from standard workers. Kochan et
al. (2019) find that 48% of non-union standard workers in the United States (US) would vote
in favour of a union if given the opportunity and Pyman et al. (2009) find that 38.5% of non-

union Australian workers would be likely or very likely to join a union if they had the option
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to do so. In the UK between 40% (Charlwood, 2002) and 46% (Freeman and Bryson, 2006)
of non-union workers would join a union if their colleagues formed one at their workplace.*
That support for unions among the surveyed platform workers here was similar to that found
among standard workers in several high-income countries is perhaps surprising given the
individualist attitudes that autonomous, self-employed workers have typically been found to
hold (Evans, 1993; Jansen, 2011; 2019; Langsether and Evans, 2020; Knutsen, 2018;
Svallfors, 2006; Van de Werfhorst and de Graaf, 2014).

The percentage of surveyed workers who support collaboratively improving wages
(59%) is slightly lower than the 71% figure obtained in a survey of similar African and Asian
workers by Wood et al. (2018). As one would expect, far fewer workers were interested in
organising a union themselves, with 9% agreeing or strongly agreeing. This is again lower
than the 25% figure for African and Asian workers (Wood et al. 2018). Lower support for
collective organisation among European platform workers is surprising and will be returned

to in the discussion.

Using anger, dependence, and communication to explain protest

To assess the influence of our three independent variables on workers’ propensity to support
and engage in different forms of protest, we estimate three OLS regressions, specifying the
same model (1) for each of the three dependent variables: Individual Action, Collective
Organisation, and State Regulation. Models include controls, Xk, for workers’ age, sex,
education level (whether possessing an undergraduate degree),® country of residence,
platform and length of time working on platforms. We standardise the constructed dependent

and independent variables to facilitate the interpretation of results.®

n

Y = a+ BiAnger + [,Dependence + [zCommunication + BiXi + ¢ (1)
k=4
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Results in Table 2 reveal that platform workers’ feelings of anger are significantly associated
with all three dependent variables: individual protest against clients (Individual Action),
support for collective organisation (Collective Organisation), and support for the greater
application of state regulations to platforms (State Regulation). The directions of the
associations are consistent with the hypothesis that angrier workers are more likely to engage
in or support protest. The association of anger with support for state regulation is particularly
strong. A one standard deviation increase in worker anger is associated with a 0.4 standard
deviation increase in support for greater application of state regulation to platforms. This
means, for example, that a worker answering “Strongly Disagree” instead of “Disagree” on
five of Anger’s underlying items is associated with answering “Strongly Disagree” instead of
“Disagree” on one of the items in State Regulation.

Communication with other platform workers is significantly associated with both
Individual Action and Collective Organisation but not with State Regulation. Workers who
are more frequently in contact with other workers on their platforms are more likely to
engage in individual action against a client and to support Collective Organisation. The
estimated associations are similar and moderate, implying a 0.2 standard deviation increase in
individual action or support for Collective Organisation for every standard deviation increase
in communication with other workers. Substantively, answering three categories more
extreme on Communication (e.g. going from “Never” to “Several Times a Week”) is
associated with answering between a half and a whole category more extreme on both
Individual Action and Collective Organisation.

Workers who are more dependent are more likely to support Collective Organisation
but not Individual Action or State Regulation. The association is not particularly strong,
however. A one standard deviation increase in Dependence is associated with a 0.1 standard

deviation increase in support for Collective Organisation. Substantively, answering five
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categories more extreme on Dependence items is associated with answering half a category
more extreme on Collective Organisation.

Results are not sensitive to which of the two platforms in the sample workers use.
There is also little significant variation by country of residence (perhaps due to workers in the
remote gig economy being normatively disembedded from social institutions, as argued by
Wood et al. 2019b). The only significant differences being that workers in the UK are less
likely to support Collective Organisation than those in the reference country, Finland.
Workers in Romania are more likely to have taken individual action against clients. Age is
only significantly associated with support for Collective Organisation, where support declines
with age, suggesting younger platform workers are more supportive of collective
organisation. Length of platform working experience is only associated, positively, with
support for Individual Action, suggesting that as workers gain experience on their platform
they increase in confidence in dealing robustly with clients. This may be due to workers
building up a platform reputation which acts as a source of bargaining power as suggested by
the qualitative research of Wood et al. (2019a) and Wood and Lehdonvirta (2021a). Gender is
only significantly associated with support for State Regulation, where men are less likely to
support regulation than women. Education levels are not associated with any of the dependent
variables. The R? values of the models are low, suggesting that a significant amount of
variation in the dependent variables is either idiosyncratic or explained by unobserved
variables. This is not unusual for research which seeks to explain complicated social

phenomena such as attitudes towards protest.

Table 2 — Results of Multivariate Analyses

21



State  Individual Collective
Regulation Action  Action
1) (2) 3)
Anger 0.371™" 0.181™ 0.174™
(0.052) (0.053) (0.054)
Dependence 0.086 0.070 0.134"
(0.052) (0.053) (0.054)
Communication -0.002 0.231"™" 0.211™
(0.044)  (0.045) (0.046)
Age -0.0004 0.001 -0.013"
(0.005) (0.005) (0.005)
Male (Ref.: Female) -0.204° -0.136  -0.014
(0.087)  (0.090) (0.091)
Graduate (Ref.: Non-Graduate) 0.112 0.132 -0.018
(0.094) (0.096) (0.098)
Upwork (Ref.: PeoplePerHour) -0.145 -0.111 -0.072
(0.117)  (0.120) (0.122)
Platform Work Experience 0.001  0.153""  0.022
(0.032) (0.033) (0.034)
Country (Ref.: Finland)
Germany -0.060  0.327°  -0.203
(0.154)  (0.158)  (0.161)
Italy 0.296 -0.062 -0.123
(0.156) (0.160) (0.163)
Romania 0.042  0.415" -0.144
(0.148) (0.152) (0.154)
Spain 0.191 0.063 0.162
(0.154) (0.158) (0.161)
United Kingdom 0.049 0.248  -0.317"
(0.153) (0.156) (0.159)
Constant 0.069 -0.696™ 0.569"
(0.240)  (0.246) (0.250)
Observations 430 430 430
R? 0.236 0.197 0.170
Adjusted R? 0.210 0.170 0.142
Residual Std. Error (df = 415) 0.889 0.911 0.926
F Statistic (df = 14; 415) 9.168™" 7.2877" 6.070""

Note:

“p<0.05; “p<0.01; "p<0.001
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Discussion

Qualitative research conducted in both the local gig economy (Cant, 2019; Cini and
Goldmann, 2020; Lei, 2021; Tassinari and Maccarrone, 2020) and remote gig economy
(Wood and Lehdonvirta, 2021a) has highlighted importance of the labour relationship for
generating contentious politics. Our quantitative findings support the importance of
antagonism inherent to the labour relationship in generating worker protest and support for
collective action. Moreover, Wood and Lehdonvirta (2021a) argue that worker support for
unions in the remote gig economy is generated from their position within relations of
dependence, which limit the potential for individual responses to dissatisfaction with a
platform, such as exiting the platform — a finding supported by our quantitative analysis.
These findings also support Joyce’s (2020) contention that platforms generate an unstable
cash-nexus between workers and capital and that this can be a source of discontent. We find
that these workers support unions because they feel anger over their treatment on platforms —

often having material grievances around platform rates and fees that impact their pay.

We also find that platform workers in the remote gig economy are more likely to
support unions when solidarity develops as a result of digital communication with other
workers. Previously, qualitative research in the local gig economy by Aslam and Woodcock
(2019), Cant (2019), Cant and Woodcock (2020), Cini and Goldmann (2020), and Tassinari
and Maccarrone (2020) has highlighted inter-worker communication as crucial for enabling
protest. In the local gig economy, the importance of communication has been supported
quantitatively by Maffie (2020) and Newlands et al. (2018) in their studies of ride hailing but
this has not previously been quantitatively investigated in the remote gig economy.
Therefore, an important contribution of our research is that it is the first to provide
quantitative support for the role of communication in facilitating protest and support for trade

unions among platform workers in the remote gig economy.
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A second important contribution of our study is that our findings also show that the
importance of these factors (anger, dependency, and communication) varies significantly
when we distinguish between different targets of protest and claim making in the remote gig
economy. Concerning the state, the findings revealed that platform worker support for
additional state regulation was significantly associated with worker anger but not with
dependence on platforms or with communication between workers. When customers are the
focus of protest, greater anger and communication between workers predict a greater
propensity to refuse to work with particular clients and to cancel existing contracts, but
greater dependence does not have such an effect. These findings highlight the importance of
also adopting a relational approach to understanding protest, such as Kelly’s (1998)

Mobilisation Theory.

Mobilisation Theory emphasises the role of individual subjective perceptions of
injustice and the attribution of costs/benefits in predicting worker preference for different
forms of collective action (Hodder et al., 2017). Support for state regulation carries relatively
little risk for workers, so anger alone is enough to provoke it. But threatening customers or
cancelling contracts risks current and future income, and therefore solidarity generated via
communication appears important in providing workers with the resources — shared
knowledge and moral support (i.e. social capital) — to convert anger into such risky action.
Qualitative studies which have highlighted the importance of worker communication for
dealing effectively with difficult customers lend additional support to this conclusion (Anwar
and Graham, 2020a; 2020b; Wood et al., 2018; Wood and Lehdonvirta, 2021b). Even if
workers are primarily engaging in online communities as means of personal expression and
self-validation, in doing so they produce communal resources which act as public goods
(Bennett and Segerberg, 2012) that strengthen worker bargaining power in relation to

customers.
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Turning to collective forms of protest, previous research has highlighted that in the
local gig economy support for unions among Uber drivers is associated with inter-worker
communication (Maffie, 2020; Newlands et al. 2018). Likewise, results here reveal that
communication is associated with support for collective organisation in the remote gig
economy. However, support for collective organisation is also significantly associated with
worker dependence. Mobilisation theory can again help us understand why, of the three
targets for worker discontent that we have investigated, platform dependence only helps to
explain support for collective organisation: collective organisation is likely especially

beneficial to workers whose dependence undermines their individual bargaining power.

Our findings therefore highlight that, while injustice and anger are central to protest,
solidarity and dependence are also important for explaining the dynamics of contention as
they alter the perceived risks and benefits of particular remedies to injustice. Overall, the
findings in this study highlight the value of Kelly’s (1998) application of the contentious
politics approach —developed by McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly (2001) — to understanding the
‘new’ social relations of digital technology and the future of work. This study additionally
highlights that the issue of worker dependence is central to understanding collective
mobilisation, trade union formation, and support for trade unions in the remote gig economy.
Previous studies of protest in the local gig economy have explained divergent forms of
collective mobilisation with reference to the influence of differing resources available to
actors (e.g. Cini and Goldmann, 2020; Joyce et al., 2020). However, we have highlighted
how platform worker support for these different strategies is, at least in the remote gig
economy, also dependent on individual factors that shift the perceived costs and benefits of

various responses to perceived injustices.

One limitation of our study is that our empirical material is limited to those platform

workers providing remote digital services to clients, sometimes referred to as crowdworkers,
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remote gig workers, or online freelancers, and we are, therefore, unable to investigate
industry differences. However, above, we highlighted that our review of existing research did
not suggest the existence of industry patterns in terms of the selection of targets for collective
action by platform workers despite the obvious spatial differences entailed by providing
services locally to customers rather than remotely. Platform workers across different types of
service provision have variously targeted action towards customers, platforms, and the state.
In light of this claim-making heterogeneity and given the importance worker, customer,
platform and state relations across the local/remote divide, we believe our findings may be
applicable to platform workers beyond the remote gig economy. Nevertheless, the specific
dynamics of contention may fluctuate for platform workers across the local/remote divide and
across different sectors, in terms of the strength of the specific associations between the
independent and dependent variables, due to differing perceived costs/benefits of action.
Indeed, the union support figure in our survey is slightly higher (+12pp) than Vandaele et al.
(2019) find among Belgian Deliveroo workers. This is surprising, as the geographic isolation
and spatial barriers to communication entailed by this remote online gig work might be
expected to make the emergence of collective solidaristic attitudes more difficult than in food
delivery. However, the slightly lower figure of VVandaele et al. (2019) may be explained, as
suggested by Barratt et al. (2020), by the lower perceived benefits vs. costs of unions for
delivery workers due to the weak attachment of many delivery workers to platform work. In
contrast workers in the remote gig economy tend to strongly identify with being freelancers
and have a strong attachment to the work (Panteli et al., 2020; Soriano and Cabafies, 2020;
Wood et al., 2018). Therefore, the application of our model and, in particular, the
independent variables of anger, communication and dependency, to quantitative studies of

contentious politics across the gig economy is an important avenue for future research. In
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fact, two of the authors are currently collecting data that would enable the generalisability of

our findings to the local gig economy to be tested.

It should also be noted that the European workers in our study indicated lower levels
of support for collective organisation than the Asian and African workers studied by Wood et
al. (2018). This is surprising, since workers in the current study are located in countries with
historically stronger and more institutionalised labour movements. Previous research has
stressed that residence in an area with a tradition of unionisation is a strong predictor of union
support among non-members (Charlwood, 2002). This surprising finding may be explained
by lower levels of dependence and communication observed among these European platform
workers compared to their Asian and African colleagues. Such an explanation underscores
the importance of carefully considering the contribution of the differing social relations of the

gig economy when explaining support for protest and contentious activity.

Policy implications

The findings presented in this article suggest that unions are unlikely to have majority appeal
for remote workers in the gig economy unless greater numbers of these workers find
themselves in a position of dependence, a situation that is a possible consequence of the
current coronavirus crisis. We have also argued that this might also hold true for workers in
the local gig economy and may even be amplified in sectors, such as food delivery, where
many workers have a weak attachment to the work — as argued by Barratt et al. (2020). For
instance, in the UK, a number of studies have sought to undertake representative surveys of
the gig economy and, while the exact estimates for this hard-to-reach population are
uncertain, only a minority of workers have been found to earn the majority of their income

from the gig economy. Estimates of such workers range from 14% (Lepanjuuri et al., 2018)
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to 36% (Pesole et al., 2017) in the UK. However, in the UK, statutory union recognition
requires evidence that a majority of workers within a proposed bargaining unit are in favour
of recognition. Our findings therefore support the assertion of Tassinari and Maccarrone
(2020: 38) that different levels of dependence may act as a barrier to the ‘consolidation of
shared identities’ among platform workers and are in line with the findings of Barratt et al.
(2020) that the weak attachment of many food delivery workers reduces the propensity for
collective action. Therefore, in the UK a more viable strategy for the minority of workers
who are willing to join or even set up a union would be that they form the core of a workers’
organisation that campaigns for state regulation and the voluntary recognition of a union,
rather than seeking statutory union recognition and collective bargaining (in the UK Uber
drivers seem to have some success following such a strategy). Our findings suggest that such
efforts are likely to be widely supported by workers including those who are less favourably
disposed towards collective organisation due to lower levels of platform dependence or less

communication with other workers.

Our findings have also provided further evidence for the importance of digital
communication (forums, social media, mobile telephony) in empowering remote workers to
stand up to individual abuse by clients. Digital communication acts as a source of social
capital for platform workers and helps to foster a sense of collective solidarity. A second
implication for policy is therefore that the extension of such networks could improve
platform worker bargaining power in relation to customers in some sectors of the gig

economy.
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Conclusion

This article has made two main contributions to theoretical debates on platform worker
protest. First, a novel empirical setting has been used to provide a robust defence of the
application of sociological theory to the ‘new’ social relations of the gig economy. In
particular, both structured antagonism and solidarity in the labour process (Atzeni, 2009;
2010; Edwards, 1986) and a dynamic relational understanding of the mobilisation process
(Kelly, 1998; McAdam et al., 2001) are important for explaining worker support for different

action (see also the qualitative local gig economy research of Cini and Goldmann (2020)).

Second, by providing an individual level, micro-mobilisation account we elaborate on
existing research that seeks to explain the heterogeneity of platform worker action through
resource mobilisation and organisational actors (e.g. Cini and Goldmann (2020); Joyce et al.,
2020). Vallas and Schor (2020) argue that extant gig economy literature has been plagued by
the theoretical presentation of workers as a homogenous group. In contrast, we demonstrate
the importance of individual circumstances in explaining worker support for different
remedies to perceived injustices. In particular, we have highlighted the varying importance of
anger generated from antagonism, dependence on specific platforms, and solidarity generated
through communication with other workers in explaining the targets of platform worker
protest. Overall, our findings have substantive value in extending our understanding of the
new world of platform-mediated gig work, which is growing rapidly (Kassi and Lehdonvirta,
2016) by providing the first quantitative investigation of the dynamics of contention in the
remote gig economy. In particular, we have revealed surprisingly high levels of discontent,
support for state regulation, and support for collective organisation among self-employed

freelancers.
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Notes

1. Charles Tilly also applied this approach to work himself in Tilly and Tilly (1999)

2. Factor analysis to construct the dependent and independent variables was also carried
out. This approach produced an identical pattern of regression results to those in Table
2. For ease of presentation and interpretation we present only the results from
summed Likert items.

3. Analyses were also conducted using an eleven-item Dependence measure which
additionally included the percentage of monthly income earned from the platform and
the number of hours worked on the platform in the previous week. These items were
measured using different response scales than the other items in the Dependence
variable (i.e. not Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree). The inclusion of these items
did not affect the significance or direction of the results. For parsimony we chose not
to include them in the main results presented here.

4. While support for unions in the UK is similar to Germany, support for unions is,
however, significantly higher among employees (at least 10 percentage points) in
Italy, Spain and Finland (no data on union support in Romania is readily available)
(D’Art and Turner, 2008).

5. Results are robust to alternative operationalizations of education level: a set of n-1
dummies for the n = 9 education categories recorded (from no schooling to doctorate)
or an integer score (0-8) for these categories.

6. Neither the significance nor direction of the estimated associations is affected by this.
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Tables

Table 1: Existing Research on Protest in the Gig Economy

demonstrations

Target of Platform Industry Action Citation
Protest
Customer MTurk Digital Client rating plugin Irani & Silberman
(2013)
Freelance Digital Price norms Wood et al. (2018)
Platform
Freelance Digital Publicly shame bad Anwar and Graham,
platform clients (2020a); Wood et al.,
(2018)
Freelance Digital Threats to end Wood and
platform contract Lehdonvirta (2021a)
Freelance Digital Withhold work from | Anwar and Graham,
platform clients (2020a)
Freelance Digital Circumvent client Anwar and Graham,
platform monitoring of work (2020a); Wood et al.,
(2019a)
Uber Driving Cancelling rides to Mohlmann and
avoid bad Zalmanson (2017)
customers/ratings.
UberEats Delivery Protests outside Cant & Woodcock
restaurants for (2020)
reduced waiting times
Platform MTurk Digital Petition and email Lehdonvirta (2016)
campaign
Freelance Digital Petition and forum Wood & Lehdonvirta
Platform campaign (2019)
Deliveroo Delivery Strikes and Cant (2019);
demonstrations Tassinari and
Maccarrone (2020);
Cini and Goldmann
(2020)
Foodora Delivery Strikes and Tassinari and
demonstrations Maccarrone (2020)
UberEats Delivery Strikes and Cant & Woodcock
demonstrations (2020)
Uber Driving Strikes and Aslam & Woodcook
demonstrations (2019)
Meituan Delivery Strikes and Lei (2021)
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Ele.me Delivery Strikes and Lei (2021)
demonstrations
Didi Driving App Bots Chen (2018)

State Uber Driving Demonstrations; Aslam & Woodcook
legal action; legal (2019); Johnston and
enactment Land-Kazlauskas

(2019)
Crowdflower | Digital Legal action Lehdonvirta (2016)

Table 2 — Results of Multivariate Analyses

State  Individual Collective

Regulation Action  Action
(1) () ©)

Anger 0.371™" 0.181™ 0.174™
(0.052)  (0.053) (0.054)
Dependence 0.086 0.070 0.134"
(0.052)  (0.053) (0.054)

Communication -0.002  0.231"" 0.211™
(0.044)  (0.045) (0.046)

Age -0.0004  0.001  -0.013™
(0.005)  (0.005) (0.005)
Male (Ref.: Female) -0.204" -0.136  -0.014
(0.087)  (0.090) (0.091)
Graduate (Ref.: Non-Graduate) 0.112 0.132 -0.018
(0.094)  (0.096) (0.098)
Upwork (Ref.: PeoplePerHour) -0.145 -0.111 -0.072
(0.117)  (0.120) (0.122)
Platform Work Experience 0.001  0.153""  0.022
(0.032) (0.033) (0.034)

Country (Ref.: Finland)

Germany -0.060  0.327°  -0.203
(0.154)  (0.158)  (0.161)
Italy 0.296 -0.062  -0.123
(0.156)  (0.160) (0.163)
Romania 0.042  0.415™ -0.144
(0.148)  (0.152) (0.154)
Spain 0.191 0.063 0.162
(0.154)  (0.158) (0.161)

United Kingdom 0.049 0.248  -0.317"
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(0.153)  (0.156)  (0.159)

Constant 0.069  -0.696™ 0.569"
(0.240)  (0.246) (0.250)

Observations 430 430 430

R? 0.236 0.197 0.170

Adjusted R? 0.210 0.170 0.142

Residual Std. Error (df = 415) 0.889 0.911 0.926

F Statistic (df = 14; 415) 9.168™" 7.287"" 6.070™"

Note: “p<0.05; “p<0.01; "“p<0.001

Figures

Figure 1: Sex and Age Group of Respondents
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Figure 2: What is the highest level of education you have completed?
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Figure 3: 'Anger' Independent Variable Underlying ltems
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Figure 4: 'Dependence’ Independent Variable Underlying ltems
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Figure 5: 'Communication' Independent Variable Underlying ltems

Communicate Face-to-Face Communicate via Social Media Use Forums

40.0%

30.0%-"
20.0%-
10.0%- Il I
- . EEEE=E

Y3A3N

¥3A3N
A3V
MIIM VY 3ONO_

MY33IM V¥ 3ONO
AVA Y 3ONO
Y3A3N
AT3HVY
MI3IM VYV 3ONO
AVAd Y 30ONO
AvVd Y 3ONO

MNIIM VY STNIL TVHIAIS
AVA VY SINIL TVHIAIS
MNIIM VY SINIL TVHIAZS
AVA VY S3NIL TVYH3IAIS
NIIM VY STNIL TVHIAIS
AVA VY S3NIL TVHIAIS

100%

43



