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Abstract  

The gig economy in India, characterized by short-term, flexible, and platform-

mediated work, has emerged as a transformative force in the country’s labor 

market, driven by rapid digitization, widespread smart phone penetration, and 

the rise of platforms like Zomato, Swiggy, Uber, and Ola. This study explores 

the growth, challenges, and policy implications of gig and platform-based work, 

analyzing its socio-economic effects on workers, businesses, and the broader 

economy. The gig economy, encompassing sectors such as food delivery, ride-

hailing, and freelance services, is projected to employ over 23.5 million workers 

by 2030, contributing significantly to India’s non-agricultural workforce and 

GDP. This growth is fueled by technological advancements, economic 

liberalization, and a young, tech-savvy workforce, offering opportunities for 

income diversification, flexibility, and economic inclusion, particularly for low-

skilled workers and those in rural areas. However, the gig economy presents a 

dual narrative. While it provides immediate earnings and low entry barriers, it 

also poses significant challenges, including precarious working conditions, lack 

of social security, income volatility, and limited bargaining power. Gig workers, 

often classified as independent contractors, are excluded from traditional labor 

protections, facing long hours, low wages, and algorithmic management that 

exerts employer-like control without corresponding benefits. Socio-economic 

effects include increased income inequality, exploitation of vulnerable workers, 

and the informalization of labor markets, particularly for women and migrant 

workers. Recent studies highlight strikes by gig workers (e.g., Swiggy and Uber 

drivers in 2023) as evidence of growing discontent over unfair wages and lack 

of welfare schemes. Policy implications are critical to balancing the gig 

economy’s potential with worker protections. The Social Security Code 2020 

marks a step toward recognizing gig workers, but implementation remains 
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weak. Proposals like the Platform-Based Gig Workers Bill 2023 and a pension 

scheme requiring platforms to contribute 2% of earnings to EPFO accounts 

signal progressive intent, yet gaps in enforcement and data collection persist. 

Rural areas face additional barriers, such as digital access and infrastructure 

deficits, limiting inclusive growth. This study argues for a balanced approach: 

clear regulations defining platform workers as employees, mandatory social 

security contributions, and investments in digital infrastructure to ensure 

equitable access. It also critiques the over-reliance on gig work as a solution to 

unemployment, advocating for stable, skill-driven jobs to complement the gig 

economy’s flexibility. The gig economy’s evolution reflects broader global 

trends in platform capitalism, but India’s unique socio-economic context—

marked by a large informal sector and youth unemployment—shapes its 

trajectory. While platforms enhance economic output, they risk perpetuating 

precariousness without robust interventions. This study concludes with policy 

recommendations to foster an equitable gig economy, emphasizing fair wages, 

worker representation, and inclusive growth to align with India’s aspirations of 

becoming a $1 trillion digital economy by 2025. 
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Preface  

The gig economy in India represents a paradigm shift in how work is organized, 

performed, and valued, driven by the proliferation of digital platforms like 

Zomato, Swiggy, Uber, and Ola. These platforms have redefined labor markets 

by connecting workers directly with consumers, bypassing traditional 

employment structures. This study examines the rise of gig and platform-based 

work, its socio-economic implications, and the policy frameworks needed to 

address its challenges. The gig economy’s growth is a response to India’s 

unique economic landscape: a young population, high unemployment, rapid 

urbanization, and increasing internet penetration. With over 15 million gig 

workers currently and projections of 23.5 million by 2030, the sector is poised 

to reshape India’s labor market, contributing an estimated 1.25% to GDP. The 
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allure of gig work lies in its flexibility and accessibility. Platforms offer 

immediate income opportunities for low-skilled workers, migrants, and those in 

smaller cities, where traditional jobs are scarce. For instance, Zomato’s 647 

million orders in FY 2023 across 800 cities highlight the scale of platform-

based work, creating jobs for delivery executives and supporting local 

economies. Similarly, Uber and Ola have transformed urban mobility, 

employing millions of drivers. These platforms leverage India’s digital 

revolution—marked by affordable smart phones and cheap data—to match 

supply and demand efficiently, fostering entrepreneurship and economic 

inclusion. Yet, this narrative of opportunity is tempered by significant 

challenges. Gig workers, classified as independent contractors, lack job security, 

social protections, and bargaining power. Studies, such as those by Firework 

India, reveal poor working conditions on platforms like Swiggy and Uber, with 

workers enduring 12-15 hour shifts, low pay, and no access to benefits like 

health insurance or paid leave. Algorithmic management, including ratings and 

performance metrics, exerts control akin to traditional employment without 

corresponding responsibilities. Strikes by gig workers in 2023, such as those by 

Swiggy delivery partners in Mumbai, underscore demands for fair wages and 

better conditions. The socio-economic effects are profound. While gig work 

provides income diversification, it exacerbates inequality, particularly for 

women and rural workers who face digital access barriers. The informal nature 

of gig work aligns with India’s large unorganized sector, but it risks 

perpetuating precariousness, with 77% of gig workers earning less than ₹2.5 

lakh annually. The COVID-19 pandemic amplified these dynamics, pushing 

many into gig work as a survival mechanism, yet highlighting the sector’s 

instability. Policy responses are evolving but remain inadequate. The Social 

Security Code 2020 recognizes gig workers, mandating benefits like life and 

disability cover, but enforcement is inconsistent. Initiatives like the e-Shram 

portal aim to register gig workers, yet language barriers and complex processes 

limit uptake. Proposals for a pension scheme, requiring platforms to contribute 

2% of earnings, and the Platform-Based Gig Workers Bill 2023 reflect growing 

awareness, but critics argue these measures fall short of addressing structural 

issues like misclassification of workers. This study critically examines these 

dynamics, questioning the narrative of gig work as a panacea for 

unemployment. It explores the tension between flexibility and exploitation, the 

role of platforms in reshaping labor markets, and the need for policies that 

balance innovation with worker rights. By analyzing recent studies, worker 
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experiences, and policy developments, it aims to provide a nuanced 

understanding of the gig economy’s growth, challenges, and implications, 

offering recommendations for a sustainable and equitable future. 

Concept of Gig Economy Definition  

 NITI Aayog 

A free market system where temporary positions are common, and 

organizations contract independent workers for short-term engagements. 

 International Labor Organization 

A labor market characterized by short-term, on-demand work facilitated 

by digital platforms, where workers are independent contractors without 

traditional employee benefits.  

 Academic Literature 

A collection of markets matching providers to consumers on a gig basis, 

supported by online platforms, emphasizing flexibility over permanent 

employment. 

 Social Security Code 2020 

A work arrangement where individuals earn from activities outside 

traditional employer-employee relationships, often through platform-

based or non-platform-based roles. 

 Industry Perspective 

A platform-mediated economy where workers perform tasks or services on a 

per-gig basis, leveraging digital infrastructure for on-demand commerce. 

Internal Related Concepts Platform-Based Work 

Platform-based work refers to tasks mediated by digital platforms like Zomato, 

Swiggy, Uber, and Ola, where workers connect with customers through apps. 

These platforms act as intermediaries, matching supply (workers) with demand 

(consumers) in real-time, covering sectors like food delivery, ride-hailing, and 

freelance services. In India, platform-based work has grown exponentially due 

to widespread internet access and smart phone adoption, employing over 3 

million workers across major platforms. 

The appeal lies in low entry barriers—workers need minimal qualifications, 

making it accessible to low-skilled individuals, migrants, and youth. For 

example, Zomato and Swiggy delivery executives often use personal bikes, 

requiring only a smartphone and basic training. However, this model relies on 

algorithmic management, where ratings, feedback, and performance metrics 

dictate earnings and job continuity. Workers face pressure to meet delivery 

times or maintain high ratings, risking deactivation if they fail.   
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Socio-economically, platform-based work offers income diversification but 

perpetuates precariousness. Workers lack social security, health insurance, or 

paid leave, and expenses like fuel and maintenance erode earnings. Studies 

show delivery executives earn ₹1000-1500 daily, but up to ₹500 goes toward 

costs. Strikes in 2023 by Swiggy and Uber workers highlight demands for fair 

pay and protections. Policies like the Social Security Code 2020 aim to address 

these issues, but misclassification as independent contractors limits their impact. 

Flexibility and Autonomy 

Flexibility is a hallmark of the gig economy, allowing workers to choose when, 

where, and how much they work. This autonomy attracts young workers, 

students, and those balancing multiple jobs, particularly in urban India. For 

instance, Uber drivers can log in or out based on personal schedules, while 

Swiggy delivery partners work peak hours to maximize earnings. This contrasts 

with traditional jobs, which demand fixed hours and locations.   However, 

flexibility is often overstated. Algorithms impose indirect control, penalizing 

workers for declining tasks or taking breaks. Low ratings or insufficient hours 

can lead to reduced job opportunities or deactivation. A 2024 study notes that 

gig workers work 12-15 hours daily to meet earning thresholds, undermining 

the notion of autonomy. Women, in particular, face constraints due to safety 

concerns and lack of public infrastructure, limiting their participation. Socio-

economically, flexibility supports work-life balance but risks income volatility. 

Workers in smaller cities, where gig work is often a primary income source, 

face greater instability. Policy interventions, such as minimum wage guarantees 

or flexible social security schemes, could enhance true autonomy while 

mitigating risks. 

Algorithmic Management 

Algorithmic management refers to the use of data-driven systems to monitor, 

evaluate, and control gig workers. Platforms like Zomato and Uber use 

algorithms to assign tasks, track performance, and determine pay based on 

metrics like delivery times, customer ratings, and acceptance rates. This system 

enables scalability but exerts significant control, blurring the line between 

independent contracting and employment. For workers, algorithmic 

management creates a high-pressure environment. A low rating or missed 

delivery can reduce earnings or lead to deactivation, with little transparency or 

recourse. A 2024 study highlights how Swiggy workers in Delhi-NCR faced 

arbitrary pay cuts due to algorithmic adjustments. This lack of agency fosters 

distrust and fuels protests, as seen in 2023 strikes.   
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Socio-economically, algorithmic management drives efficiency but exacerbates 

power imbalances. Workers, especially migrants and low-skilled individuals, 

have little bargaining power against platform monopolies. Policies mandating 

algorithmic transparency and worker representation could mitigate exploitation, 

ensuring fairer outcomes. 

Social Security and Labor Rights 

Social security and labor rights are critical challenges in the gig economy, 

where workers are excluded from traditional protections due to their 

independent contractor status. Benefits like health insurance, paid leave, and 

pensions are absent, leaving workers vulnerable to financial shocks. The Social 

Security Code 2020 recognizes gig workers, mandating benefits like life and 

disability cover, but implementation is patchy.  The lack of labor rights fuels 

exploitation. Gig workers cannot unionize effectively, and platforms often 

ignore collective demands, as seen in Fair work India’s 2022 ratings, which 

criticized Swiggy and Uber for poor worker representation. Strikes in 2023 by 

Ola and Zomato workers demanded recognition as employees to access 

minimum wage laws.   

Socio-economically, the absence of social security deepens inequality, 

particularly for women and rural workers. Proposals like a 2% pension 

contribution by platforms and the e-Shram portal aim to bridge this gap, but 

broader reforms, such as reclassifying workers as employees, are needed to 

ensure equitable protections. 

Digital Infrastructure 

Digital infrastructure—smart phones, high-speed internet, and navigation 

apps—is the backbone of the gig economy. India’s digital revolution, with over 

800 million internet users, has enabled platforms like Zomato and Uber to scale 

rapidly. Workers rely on apps like Google Maps and digital wallets for seamless 

operations, while platforms use cloud-based systems for real-time matching.   

However, digital access is uneven. Rural areas face connectivity issues, limiting 

gig work opportunities. Women and low-income workers often lack affordable 

devices or data, exacerbating the digital divide. A 2024 study notes that rural 

gig workers struggle with inconsistent internet, reducing their earning potential.   

Socio-economically, digital infrastructure drives inclusion but reinforces 

disparities. Investments in rural connectivity, subsidized devices, and digital 

literacy programs could expand access, aligning with India’s digital economy 

goals. Policies must prioritize equitable infrastructure to ensure the gig economy 

benefits all regions. 
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Flexible Work Arrangements 

The gig economy’s hallmark is its flexibility, allowing workers to set their own 

schedules and work locations. Unlike traditional 9-to-5 jobs, gig workers—such 

as ride-share drivers, freelance writers, or food delivery couriers—can choose 

when, where, and how much they work. This autonomy suits individuals with 

non-traditional schedules, like students, caregivers, or those pursuing side 

hustles. For example, an Uber driver can log in for a few hours during peak 

times, while a freelance graphic designer on Up work can take projects that fit 

their availability. This flexibility empowers workers to balance personal 

commitments or multiple income streams. However, this freedom comes with 

trade-offs. Without fixed hours, income can be unpredictable, and the pressure 

to work during high-demand periods may limit true flexibility. Additionally, 

workers must self-manage taxes and expenses, which can be daunting for those 

unprepared for independent contractor status. Despite these challenges, the 

ability to work on-demand remains a key draw, particularly for those 

prioritizing lifestyle over stability. The gig economy’s growth reflects a cultural 

shift toward valuing autonomy, with platforms enabling millions to tailor work 

to their needs. 

Technology-Driven Platforms 

The gig economy thrives on digital platforms like Uber, Fiverr, and Task 

Rabbit, which connect workers with short-term tasks or clients. These apps 

streamline job discovery, payment, and communication, making gig work 

accessible to millions. For instance, Up work allows freelancers to bid on global 

projects, while Door Dash enables drivers to accept delivery orders in real time. 

Technology ensures efficiency: algorithms match workers to tasks based on 

location, skills, or availability, and mobile apps provide instant updates. This 

infrastructure lowers barriers to entry, requiring only a smart phone and relevant 

skills or tools. However, platforms often take a significant cut of earnings (e.g., 

20% on some freelance sites), and workers may face opaque algorithms that 

dictate visibility or pay. Dependence on tech also raises concerns about data 

privacy and platform control over work conditions. Despite these drawbacks, 

the scalability of digital platforms has fueled the gig economy’s rapid 

expansion, creating a seamless ecosystem for on-demand labor. As technology 

evolves, platforms are likely to integrate AI and automation further, potentially 

reshaping how gig work is accessed and performed. 
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Lack of Job Security and Benefits Gig Workers,  

typically classified as independent contractors, face significant drawbacks, 

including minimal job security and lack of benefits. Unlike traditional 

employees, they rarely receive health insurance, paid leave, workers’ 

compensation, or retirement plans. This precarious status means gig workers 

must cover these costs themselves, which can strain finances, especially for 

those reliant on gig work as their primary income. For example, a Lyft driver 

injured on the job may have no employer-provided coverage, and a freelance 

writer on Fiverr has no guaranteed income during slow periods. The absence of 

protections like minimum wage or overtime pay further exacerbates instability. 

While some workers value the trade-off for flexibility, others find the lack of a 

safety net unsustainable. Legal battles, such as those in California under AB5, 

highlight efforts to reclassify gig workers as employees to secure benefits, 

though such changes face resistance from platforms citing increased costs. As 

the gig economy grows, addressing these gaps remains critical to ensuring fair 

treatment for workers who power these platforms. 

Supplementary Income Source 

Gig work serves as a vital supplementary income source for many, 

complementing full-time jobs, education, or other responsibilities. For example, 

a teacher might drive for Uber on weekends, or a student could freelance on 

Upwork to cover tuition. This flexibility allows individuals to bridge financial 

gaps without committing to rigid schedules. Data suggests over 50% of gig 

workers in the U.S. use it as a side hustle, with platforms like Etsy or Instacart 

enabling diverse income streams. The ease of entry—no formal qualifications 

for many tasks—makes gig work appealing for quick cash. However, reliance 

on supplemental income can lead to burnout, especially for those juggling 

multiple roles. Income volatility also complicates budgeting, as earnings depend 

on demand and platform algorithms. Despite these challenges, gig work’s role 

as a financial buffer is undeniable, offering a lifeline for those navigating 

economic uncertainty or pursuing entrepreneurial ventures alongside traditional 

work.  

Global Expansion and Legal Challenges 

The gig economy is expanding globally, with platforms like Grab in Southeast 

Asia and Freelancer.com connecting workers across borders. This growth is 

driven by urbanization, smart phone penetration, and demand for on-demand 

services. In 2023, the global gig economy was valued at over $350 billion, with 

projections for continued growth. However, this expansion faces legal scrutiny 
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over workers’ rights and classification. Lawsuits in the U.S., Europe, and 

elsewhere challenge whether gig workers should be employees entitled to 

benefits like minimum wage or union rights. For instance, the EU’s 2023 

platform work directive aims to improve conditions, while India grapples with 

regulating gig work amid rapid adoption. Platforms often resist reclassification, 

arguing it undermines their business model. Meanwhile, workers advocate for 

fair pay and protections, highlighting issues like deactivation without notice. 

Balancing innovation with labor rights remains a global challenge, shaping the 

gig economy’s future. 

Concluding  

The gig economy’s core concepts—platform-based work, flexibility, 

algorithmic management, social security, and digital infrastructure—highlight 

its dual nature as both an opportunity and a challenge. Platforms like Zomato 

and Uber have democratized access to work, empowering millions with flexible 

income sources. However, the reliance on independent contractor models, 

coupled with algorithmic control and inadequate protections, undermines 

worker welfare. The digital divide further limits inclusivity, particularly in rural 

areas. Addressing these issues requires policies that balance innovation with 

equity, ensuring the gig economy serves as a sustainable pillar of India’s labor 

market. 

Evolution  

The gig economy in India evolved from the early 2000s, coinciding with 

internet expansion and economic liberalization. Initially, it catered to high-

skilled freelancers (e.g., IT consultants) on platforms like Upwork. The mid-

2010s marked a shift with app-based platforms like Uber (2013), Ola (2011), 

Zomato, and Swiggy (2014), targeting low-skilled workers in ride-hailing and 

food delivery. Affordable smartphones and cheap data fueled this growth, 

making India a global gig economy hub with over 24% of the online labor 

market by 2018.The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated adoption, as job losses 

pushed millions into gig work. Platforms expanded to smaller cities, with 

Swiggy and Zomato reporting increased hiring in tier-2/3 cities. By 2021, India 

had 15 million gig workers, projected to reach 23.5 million by 2030. Policy 

responses, like the Social Security Code 2020 and e-Shram portal, emerged to 

address worker vulnerabilities, though implementation lags. Recent proposals, 

such as a 2% pension contribution scheme, reflect ongoing efforts to formalize 

the sector. 

Conclusion  
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 The gig economy in India employs over 15 million workers, projected to 

reach 23.5 million by 2030.Platforms like Zomato, Swiggy, and Uber 

drive job creation, contributing 1.25% to GDP.  

 Gig work offers flexibility and low entry barriers, attracting youth and 

migrants. Income diversification supports livelihoods, especially in 

smaller cities.  

 Algorithmic management ensures efficiency but limits worker autonomy. 

Workers face long hours (12-15 daily) and income volatility.77% of gig 

workers earn less than ₹2.5 lakh annually, deepening inequality.  

 Lack of social security leaves workers vulnerable to financial shocks. 

Misclassification as independent contractors excludes workers from labor 

protections.  

 Strikes in 2023 by Swiggy and Uber workers highlight demands for fair 

wages. Women face safety and digital access barriers, limiting 

participation.  

 Rural areas struggle with connectivity, hindering inclusive growth. The 

Social Security Code 2020 recognizes gig workers but lacks enforcement.  

 The e-Shram portal aims to register workers but faces accessibility issues. 

A proposed 2% pension contribution by platforms could enhance social 

security. Clear regulations are needed to define workers as employees. 

 Investments in digital infrastructure can bridge the urban-rural divide. 

Worker representation and algorithmic transparency are critical for 

fairness.  

 Over-reliance on gig work risks perpetuating precariousness.  

 A balanced approach combining flexibility and protections is essential for 

sustainability. 
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