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Employment relations update: challenging self-employed status in the gig economy
Chapter 2 of the book explores the implications for employment relations of the rise of app-based online labour platforms, associated with the ‘gig’ economy. On the one hand, companies such as Deliveroo and Uber emphasize the benefits that arise, particularly flexibility, for workers who they designate as self-employed contractors. On the other hand, though, there is plenty of evidence that workers in the gig economy are unfairly deprived of the employment rights and protections to which, as workers really, they should be entitled. In his book Riding for Deliveroo: Resistance in the New Economy Callum Cant provides a wealth of first-hand – he took up a job as a Deliveroo rider – experiences and insights into what it is really like to work for an online labour platform. At first, Cant welcomed the apparent freedom and flexibility working in the gig economy seemed to offer. Very soon, though, he realised how dependent he and other riders were on the Deliveroo app – for allocating work and payments – and just how subjugated they were as a result. Cant points to the extensive level of control over workers enjoyed by the platforms, manifest in the prevalence of highly coercive algorithmic management techniques which place tight restrictions over workers’ activities and their earnings. Working in the gig economy is clearly a highly exploitative experience. Cant emphasizes the precariousness of the job and the low pay it attracts. Yet perhaps the most striking feature of Cant’s book concerns its description of efforts by Deliveroo riders to mobilize and challenge the company, by engaging in a series of strikes – involving collectively logging off the app – thus depriving the company of workers temporarily, in pursuit of better pay and conditions. Cant’s experiences demonstrate how workers can develop a sense of collective grievance and organize to resist the predatory practices of companies which, being highly labour intensive, are vulnerable to disruption by those who work for them.
Source: Cant, C. (2020). Riding for Deliveroo: Resistance in the New Economy. Cambridge: Polity.
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