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Abstract
This thesis explores a typical kind of gig work recently proliferating in China.
Drawing on labour process theory, the research investigates control and resistance in
gig work in the ride-hailing industry. The distinctive Chinese context, characterised
by COVID-19 and the government ban on Didi, highlights the role of the state in
mediating the platform labour process. A qualitative case study of Didi incorporates
findings from 32 semi-structured interviews with Didi drivers and staff in Harbin,
Heilongjiang Province, as well as secondary supporting data. The research finds that
Didi is in control not only of complete labour process of its drivers, but beyond in
their non-working time. Didi has also extended its control from online to offline
settings through local agencies. In response, drivers tend to consent to Didi’s control
so long as they receive enough orders to earn their target income. Moreover, drivers
have developed personal and collective strategies to get more orders completed. The
social media software, WeChat, is used by drivers to exchange work-related
information to conquer the information asymmetry and make better informed
decisions. As for the role of the state, the local transportation department is regulating
and controlling the ride-hailing industry mainly through operational licenses, and the
government-controlled surveillance system and the shaping of local road conditions
generate a ‘hyper-complicated disrupted workplace’ for drivers to navigate, increasing
drivers’ work intensity and amplifying their precarious conditions. This research
contributes to the existing literature through outlining and explaining the Didi
platform regime and situating the drivers’ ‘point of production’ in the context of not
only online platforms but also local agencies and the state. In so doing, this research
adds the state as an extra factor of control to the existing body of work on control in
gig work. Building on Sun et al.’s (2021) conceptualization of ‘sticky labour’, this
research suggests the term ‘super-stickiness’ to capture the trend of Chinese gig
workers’ increasing dependence on platforms for a living. Such super-stickiness is
characterized by the unlimited transformation of drivers’ non-working time into
working time and the intensification of work to meet customers’ demand while
simultaneously satisfying the platform’s quality standards.
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COVID-19 Statement
There were significant disruptions to my research due to the COVID-19 pandemic
and Chinese government lockdown restrictions. Originally, the fieldwork for this
research was planned to be conducted in person with Didi drivers and Didi staff in
Harbin, Heilongjiang Province. The fieldwork was scheduled for 6 months, and I
returned to my home country on the 1st of January of 2020 to do the fieldwork.
However, the original plan for fieldwork was totally disrupted due to the COVID-19
pandemic. When I was about to start my fieldwork, the first wave of COVID-19 had
started to spread in Wuhan and soon spread to other cities in China, including Harbin.
The Chinese government took extremely serious attitude towards this new novel virus;
consequently, the Chinese government ordered all citizens to stay at home and go
outside only for purchasing daily needs and emergency. Almost all aspects of people’s
work and life got disrupted during that time period. This means that I had to stay
indoors and was not able to start making contacts and setting up the ground for
conducting the fieldwork.

After consultation with my PhD supervisors, we have decided to change the original
plan from face-to-face interviews to online interviews. The online interview was the
only feasible option for me to continue my fieldwork during that time period.
However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic in Harbin, the access to my target
interviewees was severely reduced. I could only access target interviewees through
online means, such as WeChat, but lacking direct physical contact, building trust and
finding the workers and managers from online ride-hailing platform company to
interview took exceptionally longer time. As for the interviewees that I had accessed,
I had reduced contact with them through online means only, which means that their
availability for WeChat interviews was shorter and more sporadic. The reduced access
and contact with interviewees significantly prolonged the time for me to finish the
interviews. In addition, due to the concern about my research progress, staying at
home resulted in endless worry and a high level of anxiety for me. As a result, I was
putting extra efforts to conduct my fieldwork under pressure during the first wave of
COVID-19 pandemic in Harbin.

During the final stage of my fieldwork, the second wave of COVID-19 pandemic had
started, which further disrupted the progress of my fieldwork. The local government
exerted tighter control during the second wave of COVID-19 pandemic, and I was
occupied with endless worry and anxiety again, which slowed down my working
efficiency. During the second wave, the Chinese local government had issued
temporary COVID-19 ID cards for all local citizens to use when going outside and
allowed all citizens to go outside for no more than 2 hours for every 3 days. This is
when I applied for a suspension of 2 months for my study as I had experienced
difficult time coping with uncertainty and stress.

When I almost finished my interviews and was about to start transcribing data, my
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supervisor suggested me returning to the UK to conduct the data analysis because
working at the university can be more effective for me compared with working from
home. However, when I planned to return to the university, the COVID-19 situations
worsened in the UK. Considering the increasing international travel restrictions, I had
decided to continue working from China with a lower speed. Therefore, based on
these situations, my research has been largely disrupted and delayed by the two waves
of COVID-19 pandemic in Harbin. The delay in my research progress due to
COVID-19 pandemic has shortened the time frame for me to complete the rest of this
research. And I was working under significant pressure and anxiety.

When I was writing up this thesis, the COVID-19 pandemic caused further
disruptions to me. With the ease of lockdown restrictions by western countries, the
Chinese government tightened its restrictions to prevent and control the imported
cases from outside China. However, the disruption caused by the lockdown
restrictions were uncertain as the restrictions were eased or tightened based on the
changes in COVID situations during that period. I had experienced a 14 days’
isolation at home when I was writing up my thesis, a period coupled with high levels
of anxiety and pressure.

To conclude, the COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted my PhD research from the start
of fieldwork till the completion of this research. The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in
significant delay in my fieldwork and continuously disrupted my data analysis and the
writing-up of this thesis.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Research background

In December 2019, the novel coronavirus was discovered in Wuhan, Hubei Province

and soon spread to other cities in China (Zhu et al., 2020). At that time, people knew

little about this novel virus and the virus itself was highly contagious. The Chinese

government’s priority was controlling the transmission in the possible shortest

timeframe, and one of the key methods for controlling the transmission was restricting

people’s movements and social contacts (Chen et al., 2020). Thus, the Chinese

government issued guidelines on controlling the transmission of coronavirus that

targeted certain industries including the online ride-hailing industry (Central People’s

Government of the People’s Republic of China, 2020). Drivers who work for online

ride-hailing companies collect and carry different people to different places within

cities on a daily basis, and some rides might be directed to surrounding areas of the

cities, which result in a high volume of people’s movements and social contacts.

Depending on the total number of infected persons within certain areas, the Chinese

government ordered the online ride-hailing platform companies to cease their

operations temporarily or operate at reduced capacities (Central People’s Government

of the People’s Republic of China, 2020). Also, the Chinese government ordered the

ride-hailing companies to take additional measures to avoid possible transmissions

during drivers’ work, including scanning government-controlled QR codes to record

people’s movements, using plastic film to separate the front and back seats within cars,

and disinfecting the space inside cars after each ride. Based on these guidelines,
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ride-hailing companies like Didi simply adjusted their algorithms to ensure drivers’

compliance with these guidelines. When the government required the ride-hailing

platforms to cease their operations, they stopped receiving and allocating orders to

drivers via platforms. As for the above-mentioned measures, the platform companies

either required drivers to upload pictures to the app as evidence of compliance or built

these measures into the algorithms for completing each order (Interviewee 1, Didi

Express1 driver, worked for Didi for almost 5 years). It is noted that in the process of

requiring drivers to comply with COVID-19-related government guidelines,

ride-hailing companies did not directly intervene in drivers’ labour processes. Instead,

they utilized their platforms and adjusted the algorithms that operate the platforms to

change drivers’ working behaviours. The online platform and its associated

algorithms played a key role in mediating drivers’ working conditions and working

behaviours under the COVID-19 pandemic. This research has explored such

mediation in detail.

As the leading online ride-hailing platform in China, Didi has attracted special

attention from the Chinese government, especially when Didi planned to be listed on

the American Stock Exchange in June 2021 (The Guardian, 2021). In July 2021, the

Cyberspace Administration of China (hereafter ‘CAC’) decided to remove the Didi

Chuxing app from all app stores because CAC claimed that Didi’s collection and

disposal of users’ personal data posed threat to the national data security (Cyberspace

1 A type of ride-hailing service offered by Didi.
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Administration of China, 2021). After the removal of Didi Chuxing app from app

stores, new users are not able to download the Didi Chuxing app and register with

Didi. Then, just five days after the initial ban on Didi Chuxing app, the CAC decided

to remove all of the 26 Didi’s apps from the app stores (Cyberspace Administration of

China, 2021). Until the time of writing, Didi’s apps are still unavailable in the app

stores. The business model of platform-based companies like Didi lies in the

collection and analysis of user data (Srnicek, 2017). Based on these data, platform

companies can effectively coordinate and outsource workers to create profits. When

platforms like Didi expand to a certain scale, the amount of data they collect and the

ownership of this data tend to attract the Chinese government’s attention. After Didi

stated that it planned to be listed in overseas stock markets, its strategic decision was

seen as posing a threat to the national data security. Thus, to protect what it saw as the

country’s national data security, CAC banned Didi from app stores and asked Didi to

rectify and reform to conform to the Network Security Law for the People’s Republic

of China (Cyberspace Administration of China, 2021). The case of CAC’s ban on Didi

signals Chinese government’s ambition to control and regulate the proliferating digital

economy and platform-based companies. The Chinese government’s intervention and

regulation of the platform companies and more specifically the online ride-hailing

platforms significantly changed workers’ working conditions and mediated their

responses towards such intervention. At the centre of this thesis is precisely such an

intersection of platform mediation and state intervention as they apply to working

conditions experienced by gig workers in a ride-hailing company.



4

The central aim of this research is to examine how online platforms, and the state,

mediate the labour process in gig work in China. Taking the leading online

ride-hailing platform, Didi, as the case study, the research focuses on the practice

through which online platform mediates the process of control and on the ways in

which workers resist such forms of control. Also, since this research took place during

the COVID-19 pandemic and CAC’s ban on Didi, the thesis pays particular attention

to the role of Chinese state in influencing both the forms of control workers

experienced as well as forms of resistance they put in place. In other words, this

research posits the state as a key factor in shaping the mediation of the gig work

labour process by online platforms.

1.2 Overview of existing literature

With the global proliferation of the digital economy, more and more companies have

utilized online platforms as their mode of operations to create profits. These

companies use online platforms to match demand for and supply of workers’ labour

and rely on platform users’ ratings and evaluations to facilitate exchange among them

(Srnicek, 2017). In this context, the term ‘gig work’ describes work that is outsourced

online via platforms but required to be completed physically in local contexts and

other works that are completed remotely via online platforms (Healy et al., 2017).

Such platform-based gig work has become increasingly prevalent in the service

industry. Specifically, platform companies use online platforms as their key digital
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infrastructure to allocate human labour to complete on-demand work tasks. Although

this kind of employment grants flexibility to both companies and workers, there is no

guarantee for future work opportunities on online platforms (Stanford, 2017). In other

words, work on online platforms is to some extent unstable. Also, due to the business

model of platform companies, gig workers usually need to source the necessary tools

and equipment to complete work tasks themselves. Moreover, since there is no formal

employment contract between platform-based companies and workers, workers are

not entitled to benefits that are associated with standard employment like protection

for minimum wage, sick leave, compensation for work-related injuries etc. Hence,

platform-based companies tend to put workers in precarious conditions and utilize

online platforms to extract labour power from workers to create surplus value (Chan

et al., 2019; Huang, 2021).

China’s gig workers’ precarious conditions become increasingly obvious during the

COVID-19 pandemic when customers’ demand for gig work decreased significantly,

and workers were denied access to work due to government lockdown restrictions. As

mentioned before, the Chinese government ordered the ride-hailing platforms to cease

their operations temporarily or operate at reduced capacity. Meanwhile, people’s

movements and social contacts were constrained by lockdown restrictions, which

meant that they had significantly less demand for ride-hailing services, and some

drivers even had to stay at home for self-isolation purposes with no access to work.

As for the ride-hailing platform companies, they did not take any responsibility for
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workers’ loss of income due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Instead, they transferred the

uncertainty brought by the COVID-19 pandemic to workers through platforms

algorithms. Hence, the online platform played a key role in mediating gig workers’

working conditions under the COVID-19 pandemic. In response, this research

unpacks the roles played by online platforms and the state in mediating gig workers’

labour process.

Drawing on labour process theory, the existing literature explores the characteristics

of gig work, the labour process that workers experience, and the working conditions

under which the gig work is performed (Stanford; 2017; Shapiro; 2018; Wood et al.,

2019). Specifically, the existing research has explored this from the perspective of

managerial control and worker resistance. A prominent example of this approach is

that of Gandini (2019) who claims that the proliferation of forms of gig work have

changed the point of production from the conventional workplace to digital platforms.

This replaces the fixed physical workplace with algorithmically assigned and

fragmented work tasks. In particular, the ability of workers to decide on which tasks

to accept and when has been identified as a key characteristic of platform work.

Accordingly, this had led researchers to argue that platforms reply on digital means

such as algorithms to manage work which in turn diminishes the role of corporate

managers to exert direct control on workers (Lee et al., 2015; Zuboff, 2015).

Due to the fact that gig workers are classified as independent contractors, their status
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should equip them with a certain amount of ‘on-the-job autonomy’, which mainly

includes their ability to schedule their working and non-working time and the

flexibility to accept and reject orders based on the employee’s own willingness to

work (Gurvich et al., 2019; Shapiro, 2018). However, Cachon et al. (2017) state that

gig workers’ autonomy, characterized by the ability to self-schedule and accept and

reject orders, conflicts with platform companies’ objectives of ensuring sufficient

supply of labour, especially during peak hours with surging customer demand.

Shapiro (2018) has found that platform companies tend to exert new forms of control

that are mediated by online platforms. For instance, platform companies could change

the presentation of information on workers’ apps to limit workers’ abilities to make

fully informed decisions on when to work and which order to accept or reject. Also,

platform companies utilize dynamic pricing and personalized rewards to attract

workers to complete more work in peak hours. In addition to the control mechanisms

identified by Shapiro (2018), Rosenblat et al. (2017) argue that platform-based

customer ratings and evaluations also play a pivotal role in controlling workers’

behaviour. In fact, platform-based companies tend to link workers’ ratings and

evaluations with their future work opportunities on platforms. If workers need more

work opportunities to earn higher income, they have to satisfy customers’

requirements to maintain good records of customer ratings and evaluations. Therefore,

though the gig work is promoted as being flexible, platform companies are exerting

new forms of digital control on workers.
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In China, with the continuous expansion of platform companies in recent years, some

large platforms like Uber, Didi, Meituan and Ele.me have attracted numerous workers

to join their platforms. The increase in worker numbers has intensified the

competition among those workers to earn their target income (Chan, 2021; Li, 2021;

Wood et al., 2019). The expansion of platform companies and increasing competition

have changed gig workers’ working conditions in China, as workers have to work

overtime to earn decent income and work at high intensity to ensure customer

satisfaction and remain employable for future work opportunities. In response to such

working conditions, gig workers have been found to adopt new ways of collectively

organizing for better working conditions. Since there is no formal fixed workplace for

gig workers, the dispersed and fragmented nature of gig work makes it difficult for

them to collectively organize (Graham and Anwar, 2018; Gumbrell-McCormick and

Hyman, 2013). Nevertheless, the Internet offers gig workers new space to organize

collective activities (Diamond and Freeman, 2002). The information can be

exchanged efficiently and precisely on the Internet, and the Internet offers space for

gig workers to communicate with each other. With the increasing popularity of social

media, gig workers have been found to use social media to facilitate information

exchange and organize collective activities (Chen, 2018; Li, 2021; Sun, 2019; Wood

et al., 2018). Thus, the online platform has changed the ways of workers’ resistance

and the forms of organization of collective activities to a large extent.

When it comes to the gig work in China, scholars focus their attention to the most



9

representative types of platforms, which are online ride-hailing platforms and food

delivery platforms. These two types of platforms are expanding rapidly in China in

recent years. Among these platforms, there are some giant platforms taking the

leading positions while other small platforms are developing and expanding their

scale of operations (The Guardian, 2022). Currently, the online ride-hailing platform,

Didi, takes the leading position, while food delivery platforms, Ele.me and Meituan

act as the market leaders in their respective industries (The Economist, 2021). In

contrast to platform companies in the Western context, China’s platform giants are

capable of exerting tight control through their market power, and they indeed utilize

their market power to control workers and make it difficult for them to transfer to

other platforms. As for the online ride-hailing platforms, they are found to adopt

similar mechanisms like dynamic pricing and customer evaluations to control workers

(Wu and Li, 2019; Wu et al., 2019).

Chinese gig workers, especially the ones in the ride-hailing and food delivery

industries, increasingly rely on platforms for income. Their social status and

self-identification as (male) heads of household force them to accept platform control

to secure stable income to support their families (Sun et al., 2021). Targeting gig

workers’ reliance on platforms to earn income, platform companies have designed and

adjusted their control mechanisms to limit workers’ autonomy and incentivize them to

work overtime and complete more work tasks. Since the customer demand for

ride-hailing and food delivery services varies significantly between peak and off-peak
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hours, the platform companies focus on controlling workers’ labour mobility power to

meet the surging customer demand during peak hours (Li, 2021; Smith, 2006). Also,

due to the nature of ride-hailing and food delivery services, customers tend to have

high requirements for the service efficiency, which leads to both ride-hailing and food

delivery platforms exerting control on workers’ working behaviours (Chan, 2021;

Chen and Sun, 2020; Sun, 2019; Wu and Li, 2019; Wu et al., 2019). Such kind of

control is mainly exerted through the platform algorithms. However, with the

continuous expansion of platform companies and increase in the number of workers,

these platform companies have begun to cooperate with a number of local agencies so

that they could exert more direct control on workers (Lei, 2021; Liu and Friedman,

2021; Sun and Chen, 2021; Wu et al., 2019). These control mechanisms that are

adopted by Chinese platform companies are different from the ones in the western

context.

Not only is gig work a form of precarious work, but also, the social characteristics of

Chinese gig workers result in further exacerbation of this work precariousness. Since

most gig workers in China tend to rely on platforms for income, they have to sacrifice

the flexibility to work under the platform control to secure stable source of income.

Especially under the influence of COVID-19 pandemic, China’s gig workers’

precariousness is further amplified. As mentioned before, the Chinese government

ordered platform-based companies to comply with the COVID-19 related

requirements (Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China, 2020).
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As a result, these companies have adjusted their algorithms to intensify the labour

process and disqualify workers with noncompliance from receiving work tasks

(Interviewee 1, Didi Express driver, worked for Didi for almost 5 years). Moreover,

the government lockdown restrictions have magnified gig workers’ precarious

conditions further because gig workers ended up earning significantly less income or

even totally losing their sources of income during lockdown (Huang, 2021). It is

noted that the government lockdown restrictions as a result of the COVID-19

pandemic are separate from the platform control, but those restrictions have

significantly influenced workers’ working conditions.

Faced with such precarious conditions, scholars have found that Chinese gig workers

have developed their own strategies, either individually or collectively, to resist

platform control and ease their working conditions (Chen, 2018; Chen and Sun, 2020;

Lehdonvirta, 2016; Sun, 2019; Wood et al., 2018). For instance, gig workers have

accumulated valuable experiences through several years’ engagement with platforms,

and commonly share these with other workers (Lei, 2021; Sun, 2019; Yin at al., 2016).

Also, Chinese gig workers are found to use social media to share work experiences,

exchange work-related information and organize collective activities (Chen, 2018;

Kaine and Josserand, 2019; Li, 2021; Maffie, 2020; Wood et al., 2018). The

organization of gig work and the mediation of online platforms have changed the

ways and scale of workers’ resistance. Considering workers’ social characteristics and

evolving platform control mechanisms, their resistance becomes even more
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complicated. Therefore, the uniqueness of Chinese context offers researcher the

opportunity to gain latest insights into the mediation of the gig work labour process

by online platforms and the state.

1.3 Research aim and objectives

Overall, this research aims to explore how online platform mediates the labour

process in gig work and how the state, a key factor in this process, contributes to such

mediation. Specifically, this research aims to explore the mediating role of online

platforms. By this is meant both how platform companies deploy online platforms to

enforce specific forms of control over the workforce and how these enable workers to

put in place practices that resist this control. Moreover, this research posits that the

state is a key factor in these processes and investigates how the state intervenes in this

mediation and the effect of its interventions on the workforce. To achieve the aim, this

research has drawn upon labour process theory’s treatment of the ‘politics of

production’ and ‘factory regime’ as its underpinning theoretical framework. Since the

online ride-hailing platforms and food delivery platforms are two representative

platforms in China, this research has chosen the typical ride-hailing platform, Didi, as

the case study to explore platform mediation of labour in-depth.

Although the existing literature has examined platform control and gig workers’

resistance, the bulk of empirical studies so far have focused on Western Europe and
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the USA. Moreover, much focus so far has been placed on the business model

adopted by the platforms, thus omitting the role of the state. The Chinese context is

here particularly important as the governance of the COVID-19 pandemic and the ban

on Didi signal the atypical nature of Chinese state as a key ‘factor’ for mediating the

labour process of gig work.

Thus, this research has the following objectives:

1. To explore how online platforms mediate the process of control in platform

companies;

2. To explore how online platforms mediate forms of resistance available to workers

in a platform-based labour process;

3. To explore the role of the state in shaping such mediation, both in relation to

forms of control as well as modes of resistance;

4. To contribute to the existing literature on platform work by examining changes to

the labour process brought about by novel forms of mediation in the Chinese

context, and by the interventionist role of the state, especially in the context of the

COVID-19 pandemic.

1.4 Research questions

In order to achieve above listed research aims and objectives, this research has put

forward the following questions:

Main research question: How do online platforms mediate the labour process of gig
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work in the ride-hailing industry in China?

Sub-question 1: In China, how do online platforms mediate the process of controlling

gig work in the ride-hailing industry?

Sub-question 2: In China, how do gig workers on ride-hailing platforms collectively

respond to and resist platform control?

Sub-question 3: How do Chinese central and local government authorities intervene

in the labour process of gig work in the ride-hailing industry?

The exact rationale behind above research questions is discussed in the gap analysis

section at the end of the literature review.

1.5 Significance of the research

This research explores a new type of work and employment that is mediated by online

platforms. Due to its increasing prevalence, such kind of work is deemed to be

capable of restructuring the futures of work (Kaine and Josserand, 2019; Prassl, 2018;

Sargeant, 2017). Drawing on labour process theory, this research explores the

mediation of online platforms to the labour process of gig work, mainly from the

perspectives of managerial control and workers’ resistance. Thus, the significance of

this research lies in the elaboration of labour process theory to the novel context of

China’s online ride-hailing industry and explanation of Didi platform regime. Such

theory elaboration to the Chinese online ride-hailing industry allows the researcher to

position the role of online platform in mediating the labour process of gig work,

thereby generating new insights into the labour process of gig work in China and
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expanding the existing gig work literature. This research was conducted during the

global COVID-19 pandemic and government ban on Didi platform, a time when the

Chinese government imposed strict lockdown restrictions on people’s movements and

direct intervention on the operations of Didi company. Thus, this research has further

explored the role of state in mediating the labour process of gig work. Through

examining the mediation of the Chinese state, this research has unpacked the role

largely overlooked by the existing literature and outlined the unique Didi platform

regime in China.

Although some existing research has explored the gig work from the standpoint of

both control and resistance, the evolving and uncertain nature of platform-based

companies and the changing market environment put the relevance of their findings

into scrutiny. Building upon existing research into digital gig work in both Western

and Chinese contexts, this research has contributed to this existing research through

pointing out the precision of platform-based companies’ algorithmic management

techniques, the extension of algorithmic control to offline management, the dynamism

between workers’ consent and resistance, and their super-stickiness to the platforms

for their livelihoods.

1.6 Structure of the thesis

The rest of this thesis is structured as follows:
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Chapter Two provides the theoretical underpinnings for this research and reviews the

extant literature on this topic. Specifically, this research draws upon labour process

theory’s articulation of the ‘politics of production’ and ‘factory regime’ to analyse the

control mechanisms adopted by platform companies and platform workers’ resistance

to these control mechanisms. This research uses two important concepts associated

with labour process theory, which are labour power and point of production. Since the

platform control usually aims to resolve the ‘indeterminacy’ of gig workers’ labour

power, the extant literature has explored the strategies adopted by different platform

companies to control the labour process. Much existing literature on the gig economy

focuses empirically on Western contexts, with an emergent strand of literature focused

on the Chinese context. To contribute towards this growing body of work, the

literature review starts from examining the development of gig economy on a global

scale and the distinguishing characteristics of such kind of employment. It then moves

onto exploring Western scholarship on working conditions and work experiences in

the gig economy. The literature reviewed in this part also includes studies of worker

resistance to platform control. The existing research regarding gig work in the

Western context has found that platform companies adopt various control mechanisms

like dynamic pricing, personalized rewards, customer ratings and evaluations etc. to

incentivize workers to work longer and satisfy companies’ quality standards. In

response, gig workers have been found to work at a high intensity and work overtime

to increase their income. Faced with precarious working conditions, they tend to

utilize social media to exchange information and organize collective activities.
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After surveying research on the gig economy conducted in the western context, the

literature review continues by mapping studies of the gig economy conducted in the

Chinese context. The review of literature about the gig economy in the Chinese

context is structured into studies of work in food delivery platforms and ride-hailing

platforms respectively, with each section split into discussions of first, control, and

second, resistance. The control mechanisms adopted by Chinese ride-hailing and food

delivery platforms are similar to those deployed in the Western context. However, the

social characteristics of Chinese gig workers help explain their consent to control by

platforms. Also, there is a trend of increasing dependence of Chinese gig workers on

platforms for their livelihoods. After reviewing the extant literature, this chapter

concludes by pointing out the gaps in this field and setting out the potential

contributions of this research to this growing body of work.

After the literature review chapter, Chapter Three provides an account of the

proliferation of digital economy and platform-based companies in China. This chapter

also introduces the leading ride-hailing platform, Didi, which is used as the case study

for this research. Moreover, this chapter discusses the newly enforced government

rules and regulation on data security and information infrastructure, outlining how the

enforcement of these rules and regulation influence the operations of platform

companies. Furthermore, this chapter introduces the recent government ban on Didi,

which reflects the direct intervention by the Chinese government in the business
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operations of platform companies, and the Chinese government’s ambition to achieve

an increased level of data governance.

After the chapter putting the case study in context, Chapter Four discusses the

methodological choices made in the research, including research approach, research

design, data collection method and data analysis. Since the research is exploratory and

qualitative in nature, the discussion of methodology starts with the identification of

philosophical positions. The chapter then moves onto discussing the qualitative

research methodology and single in-depth case study research design. Next, the

chapter lays out the detailed data collection process, starting from choosing the data

collection method to finalizing the details of the whole data collection process. The

data collection is situated in its context of the disruption and uncertainty of the

COVID-19 pandemic, including the process through which the planned physical

face-to-face interviews were changed to online interviews. After finalizing the details

of the data collection, the chapter moves onto discussing the techniques used for data

analysis. This chapter concludes by illustrating the ethical issues and limitations of the

research, further reflecting on the researcher’s lived experience of conducting

fieldwork during the COVID-19 pandemic.

With the concrete methodological foundation for this research having been

established, Chapter Five presents the collected data and illustrates the findings of the

research. In sum, the researcher conducted 32 interviews, including 31 interviews
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with Didi drivers in Harbin and 1 interview with other Didi staff. The presentation of

collected data is mainly based on participant statements and some relevant secondary

data provided by interviewees and collected by the researcher. The findings of the

research are presented in three key themes: Didi’s platform control, drivers’ resistance,

and government intervention. Firstly, Didi utilizes ‘Fuwufen’ (a mark that represents

the overall performance of drivers on Didi), bonuses, training, compulsory breaks,

management by local agencies and team leaders and other digital surveillance

techniques to control drivers’ working behaviours. In response to Didi’s control over

the labour process, drivers make an extra effort to maintain their Fuwufen to remain

employable on the Didi platform and secure a sufficient number of orders to earn their

target income. However, faced with increasing competition among drivers to earn

income, drivers have developed both individual and collective strategies to both resist

Didi’s control and increase their income. In the process of resisting Didi’s control,

social media platform WeChat plays a key role as it can be used to increase

information availability among drivers. The Chinese government is intervening in the

proliferating online ride-hailing industry through various means, including issuing

licenses to vehicles to qualify them to offer ride-hailing services, regular monitoring

of licenses, and reshaping local road conditions and traffic rules for drivers to follow.

The government’s rules and regulations have changed drivers’ working behaviours as

they need to comply with these rules to continue working on the roads.

After presenting the data, Chapter Six conducts a detailed analysis of the findings.
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The data analysis, like the findings, is structured into three key themes: platform

control, workers’ responses, and government intervention. The rationale behind Didi’s

control mechanisms is that Didi aims to cultivate drivers’ dependence on its platform

for income. Targeting drivers’ strong desire to make money, Didi further uses its

control mechanisms to enhance drivers’ dependence, in turn increasing drivers’

acceptance of these same forms of control. With the continuous expansion of Didi, it

extends its control to cover almost all aspects of the drivers’ labour process, with such

control even extended to encompass drivers’ non-working time. Drivers’ responses

towards Didi’s platform control varies between consent and resistance, depending on

Didi’s allocation of orders. In other words, if drivers are able to secure enough orders

to earn their target income, they tend to consent to Didi’s control. If they encounter

difficulties in getting enough orders allocated or experience decrease in their income,

they tend to find ways to resist Didi’s control, either individually or collectively, with

the aim of maximizing their income. Drivers’ responses towards Didi’s control reflect

the ‘super-stickiness’ they experience with reference to Didi in pursuing opportunities

for income. Moreover, Chinese government intervention has further complicated how

labour process of gig work is mediated by online platforms, playing a vital role in

constituting the ‘disrupted workplace’ that drivers inhabit. As a consequence, drivers

have to work at even higher intensity to conquer the disruptions caused by the urban

road conditions while simultaneously satisfying the requirements of both Didi and its

customers.
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Finally, the Conclusion outlines the contribution of this thesis to the existing scholarly

literature as well as indicating its limitations and suggesting the possible future

research directions its insights imply.



22

Chapter 2 Theory and literature review

2.1 Chapter overview

The term ‘contingent work’ was first coined at a conference on employment security

by an economist Audrey Freedman, who used it to refer to work arrangements that

were conditional on employers’ needs for labour without an attachment between

employer and worker (Freedman, 1996). Freedman’s definition points out the unstable

nature of contingent work since employers’ demands for labour are changing

constantly. As argued by Kalleberg (2009), contingent work is differentiated from

other forms of non-standard employment due to its relative low degree of

employment security. However, since contingent work is generated only when it is

needed, it can increase flexibility for both employers and workers. The contingent

form of work is becoming more and more popular, especially in recent years, the

advancements in digital technologies and the emergence of online platforms have

contributed to the proliferation of gig work.

The primary interests of this research lie in contingent work and more specifically the

new kind of contingent work generated by online platforms (i.e., gig work). To

explore this topic area and identify research gaps, this chapter focuses on discussing

the literature on gig work from the perspectives of control and workers’ resistance

towards platform control, both individually and collectively. There is substantial

amount of research on gig work undertaken in western contexts. Also, since this

research aims to explore the digital gig work in the Chinese online ride-hailing
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industry, this chapter will also review the recent research outputs into Chinese digital

gig work from the same perspectives. Before reviewing the literature from these

perspectives, it is necessary to understand the theoretical concepts that underpin these

research studies and why and how existing scholars conduct research from these

theoretical perspectives. Thus, this chapter will firstly introduce the theoretical

concepts that are mainly derived from labour process theory (hereafter LPT) and the

concept of politics of production. Then, this chapter will move onto analysing the

research studies on gig work from western contexts and Chinese context respectively.

This chapter concludes by identifying some gaps in this field and proposing several

research questions to fill in those gaps.

2.2 Theoretical underpinnings

Every social science research needs proper theoretical underpinnings. According to

Suddaby (2014: 407), ‘theory is simply a way of imposing conceptual order on the

empirical complexity of the phenomenal world.’ Based on this quote, it can be

inferred that theories can help us to analyse the complex social phenomenon that

exists in the world through certain conceptual orders. Thus, by applying theories in

their research, researchers can ‘see the world as it might be’ (Suddaby, 2014: 408)

from theoretical perspectives, as theories can help to explain why the social

phenomenon in the world acts in the way that it does (Byron and Thatcher, 2016).

Moreover, theories can help to answer a range of questions like ‘Who? What? Where?

When? Why? and How?’ (Van de Ven, 1989: 486). In other words, theories not only
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help researchers to see the social phenomenon from theoretical perspectives but

examine the rationale behind the social phenomenon. With regard to the research

topic of digital gig work, the majority of existing research that will be reviewed later

is conducted from the labour process perspective to examine the evolving dynamics

between control and workers’ resistance on online platforms. Also, as for this research,

the researcher has explored the digital gig work from similar labour process

viewpoints, managerial control and workers’ resistance. Thus, the next section will

introduce the LPT and the concept of politics of production as the theoretical

underpinnings for this research.

2.2.1 Labour process theory

Primarily, LPT explores the social relations generated when humans get employed

and enter the labour process (Smith, 2015). As for the main contents of conventional

labour process analysis, it involves the work itself, the working process that workers

go through, and the conditions under which work is done. Contemporary labour

process analysis further examines the wider institutional environment where the

labour process is taking place. There are two important theoretical concepts to be

drawn out from LPT – labour process and labour power. The term ‘labour process’

refers to ‘purposeful activity in which a natural object or raw material is transformed

into a useful product which satisfies a human need’ (Smith, 2015: 206). As argued by

Smith (2015: 206), ‘the labour process is a transformative process – a conversion

movement whereby the labour power of the worker enters a production process in
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which labour is realised to produce a concrete commodity or service which contains a

use and exchange value’. Based on the characteristics of labour process, Smith (2015:

210) further argues that ‘labour power is part of the person of the worker’, since

‘labour power possesses what can be called embodiment and as such workers or

sellers of labour power come in different bodies – by gender, age, nationality, skill,

region etc.’ Considering different characteristics of the embodiments of labour power,

Smith (2015: 210) states that ‘uniting labour power into collectives’ tends to be

difficult and ‘the management of labour more particular and problematic’. However,

in order for enterprises to create surplus value, they tend to exert control on labours

through various means to extract their labour power.

Harry Braverman (1987), one of the key early labour process thinkers, argues that in

order to generate surplus value from the labour process, corporate managers are

central as they are able to exert control on workers and their labour processes. Smith

(2015: 207) comments that it is the control that constitutes ‘the primary arena of

social relations within all societies in the era of monopoly capitalism’. Accordingly,

managerial control can help to increase the amount of surplus value generated from

labour process through either ‘extending workers’ time at work’ or ‘intensifying their

productivity within the same time’ (Smith, 2015: 207). This is in line with

Braverman’s claim that ‘the drive for efficient production is also a drive for the

control of workers by management’ (Smith, 2015: 212). Thus, Braverman (1987)

suggests that corporate managers tend to utilise their managerial power of control to
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achieve high production efficiency. He further puts forward his famous ‘deskilling

thesis’: managerial control in nature is the control of conceptual parts of the work like

knowledge and skills, while workers are to perform deskilled work tasks based on

managers’ guidance (Smith, 2015). In other words, workers are required to perform

some simple and rigid work tasks that are precisely specified by the corporate

managers. Since ‘knowledge is systematically removed from direct producers and

concentrated in the hands of management and their agents’, there is a tendency for

‘work degradation’ (Smith, 2015: 212), which is considered by Braverman as one of

the key features of capitalist work in the twentieth century. Ultimately, via deskilling

and the tendency of ‘work degradation’, management can control workers effectively

in order to extract surplus value.

In recent years, the proliferation of digital gig work denotes the change of ‘point of

production’ from traditional workplaces like factories to online platforms. Specifically,

Gandini (2019: 1044) draws on the term ‘point of production’ from classical LPT

scholars and uses this term to indicate the workplace where labour process usually

proceeds. Specifically, Gandini characterises such workplace as purposively designed

to include fixed rules, static sets of participants like managers and workers, and

hierarchical relationships among those participants. Based on this definition, it can be

found that the point of production in conventional labour process analysis focuses on

the standard workplaces like factories. In adverse, on online platforms, workers can

get hired to complete algorithmic assigned work tasks at any time when there is such
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demand for labour and access to the Internet (Zwick, 2018). There is no longer fixed

physical workplace for performing digital gig work. Hence, in digital gig work, online

platforms tend to replace the traditional workplaces and make contemporary work

more dispersed and fragmented. Moreover, the algorithms that are designed to operate

the online platform also mediate platform workers’ labour process and formulate their

online working environment based on platform companies’ business goals (Graham et

al., 2017). This then diminishes the direct role of corporate managers as labour control

is now implemented by algorithms (i.e., software codes). Also, since almost anyone

who has access to the Internet can register as platform users, the online platforms tend

to attract diverse kinds of workers with different embodiments of labour power

(Smith and Thompson, 1998). The diversity of labour process and labour power on

online platforms puts the application of LPT into more complicated contexts and

makes ‘uniting labour power into collectives’ even more difficult and problematic

(Smith, 2015: 210). Nevertheless, in response to the difficulties of controlling gig

workers’ labour power on online platforms, the platform companies in different

contexts have adopted diverse strategies to exert new forms of control on workers,

and these strategies are comprehensively presented in the literature review section.

Although there is a change of ‘point of production’ from factory to online platform,

the transformation from labour power to surplus value through labour process on

online platforms remains unchanged. Since bureaucratic hierarchies of formal

organizations and managerial power of control are replaced by platform algorithms,
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the new production relations mediated by online platforms and associated algorithms

can be analysed through the LPT. What calls for additional investigation, however, is

how online platforms mediate the production process and working conditions. As it

will become clear later, a close investigation of mediations operated by online

platforms, challenges some of the main LPT assumptions, and in so doing generates

new insights through elaborating LPT in the new contexts.

2.2.2 Politics of production

In addition to Braverman, Michael Burawoy developed two key theoretical concepts

relevant here: factory regimes and politics of production. Initially, it is assumed that

the consumption of labour power rests with coercion and workers are paid a wage that

is calculated based on a fixed hourly rate or piece rate (Burawoy, 1979). Since the

hourly rate or piece rate are predetermined, capitalists and their managerial agents

have to organize or reorganize the labour process to continuously extract unpaid

labour to create surplus value. For instance, capitalists and their managerial agents

may prolong workers’ working time, intensify the labour process, and increase

workers’ productivity to ensure the production of surplus value. Burawoy (1985)

assumed that workers tend to respond differently towards management control, and he

examined the conditions under which shop-floor consent and coercion (i.e., workers’

responses towards management control) are produced through a comparative case

study. According to Burawoy (1983: 587), the production process at shopfloor is not

limited to the labour process, but it also includes ‘political apparatuses which
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reproduce those relations of the labour process through the regulation of struggles’.

Burawoy (1983: 587) called these production apparatuses the ‘factory regime’ on the

one hand and on the other hand, he called the workers’ struggles as the ‘politics of

production’. Within factory regimes, workers tend to move between a continuum of

consent and coercion based on the dynamics of production relations. While workplace

consent is desired by capitalists, Burawoy (1979) argues that such consent can be

produced or reproduced through work games. The work games act as a kind of

cultural-cognitive control that obscures the exploitation on workers. That is to say, if

workers do not perceive any visible exploitation on them, they would not resist

managerial control. Alternatively, work games can produce consent through moving

workers’ attention from the exploitation itself to winning these games. In this way can

workers release their labour power to create more surplus values, as the creation of

surplus values is the key measure of success for work games. Moreover, Burawoy

(1985) formulated the notion of factory regimes to analyse the ‘micro level of

shop-floor practices where workers are active agents in the resistance and

reproduction of capitalist production social relations […] and the linkages between

factory regimes and societal and market conditions’ (Smith, 2015: 214). Burawoy’s

conception of politics of production is relevant to the gig economy, and the responses

of platform workers are even more complicated and diverse, especially considering

the role of state plays in these responses.

Burawoy (1983) distinguishes several types of factory regimes based on the
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institutional relationships between production apparatuses and the state and the forms

of state intervention to these regimes. Specifically, Burawoy (1985) categorizes the

institutional relationships into separated and fused relationships and the state

intervention into direct and indirect intervention. ‘The despotic regime’ is the term he

uses to describe the situation in which coercion prevails over consent. This is a

situation in which employers can exert control on workers freely to maximize profits

especially as under despotic regimes, ‘the labor process is subject to fragmentation

and mechanization so that skill and specialized knowledge can no longer be a basis of

power’ (1983: 588). Under despotic regime, Burawoy (1985) further categorizes it

into bureaucratic despotic regime and market despotic regime. The key difference

between these two regimes lies in the institutional relationships between production

apparatuses and the state. Under bureaucratic despotic regime, the production

apparatuses and the state are fused, and the state is able to directly intervene in the

labour process. In adverse, the production apparatuses and state are separated in the

market despotic regime, and the state does not directly shape this regime. Thus, due to

various institutional relationships and state interventions, employers may need to

change their shopfloor practices giving consequently workers’ autonomy to encourage

them to cooperate with the management. This in turn results in Burawoy’s second

type of factory regime, so-called ‘the hegemonic regime’. Under such regime, the

production apparatuses and state are institutionally separated, but the state can still

directly intervene in the production relations and shape the factory regime. As a result,

consent tends to prevail over coercion as different forms of state intervention limit
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managements’ shop-floor practices to arbitrarily extract labour power from workers

for higher profitability.

Furthermore, Burawoy (1985) argues that the configuration and operations of factory

regimes are contingent on a series of external factors especially when firms are facing

with increasing levels of market competition. As discussed before, the production

apparatuses and state are separated in the market despotic regime, and the state can

only intervene in it indirectly. Due to the role of state in intervening in the production

relations, it has to ensure the market competition on one hand while on the other hand

offer institutional support for workers. Thus, Burawoy (1985) further includes two

basic forms of state intervention in his writing of production politics, the first one

separates the reproduction of labour power from production process by setting up

minimum levels of social welfare for workers and the second one directly regulates

the production apparatuses. These state interventions take the form of social insurance

legislation, minimum wage regulation and other institutional support for unionization

and collective bargaining, these interventions can reduce workers’ dependence on

employers for social reproduction and effectively improve their social and labour

conditions. Therefore, the market competition, institutional support for workers, and

the diversity of workers add complexity to different types of factory regimes.

Based on the discussion above, we can observe that state’s intervention plays a key

role in mediating productive relations under different factory regimes. Importantly,
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the factory regimes tend to vary across countries based on ‘the extent of

state-provided social insurance schemes and the character of state regulation of

factory regimes’ (Burawoy, 1983: 590). Therefore, it can be argued that the different

national configurations of state interventions and factory regimes are located in their

respective national capitalism which in turn help to constitute the varieties of

capitalism on a global scale (Burawoy, 1983).

In addition to Burawoy’s thinking of factory regimes and production politics, Polanyi

(2001 [1944]; 1957) proposes the concept of embeddedness that can be used to

explain factory regimes and production relations from a relational perspective.

Initially, Polanyi (2001 [1944]; 1957) uses the concept of embeddedness to state that

economic activities are embedded in various economic and noneconomic institutions,

and some of these institutions act to decommodify labour through isolating them from

market exchange. Under such situation, Granovetter (1985) highlights the role of

networks (i.e., interpersonal relationships) in facilitating market exchange. Based on

Granovetter’s (1985) proposition of embeddedness, the primary form of

embeddedness comes into existence, which is network embeddedness. The network

embeddedness is built upon the relations among firms and workers. The durability

and stability of firms’ networked relations with other firms could transfer market

competition into cooperation, which in turn shape firms’ managerial actions towards

workers and production relations. Moreover, the durability and stability of networked

relations among workers influence their bargaining power as workers can get access
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to more information about job opportunities, which in turn increase their labour

mobility power. Moreover, since the networks exist in their respective institutional

contexts, the second and third form of embeddedness are proposed by other scholars

as societal and normative embeddedness (Burawoy, 2010; Granovetter, 1985; Wood et

al., 2019; Wood, 2021). Specifically, the societal embeddedness refers to the ways

through which actors are influenced by the social and cultural contexts they are

located in, and the normative embeddedness stresses the role of formal regulatory

institutions in creating the conditions for producing consent. Therefore, it can be

found that the embeddedness discussed above adds complexity to the production

relations and has the potential to shape the factory regime directly or indirectly.

Facing with diverse factory regimes, workers tend to behave differently towards

managerial control. Ackroyd and Thompson (2022) discuss workers’ behaviours

systematically and propose the concept of ‘organizational misbehaviour’ to illustrate

the variety of workplace behaviours. Specifically, Ackroyd and Thompson (2022)

argue that workers’ behaviours are various, recurrent, and reflect their orientations

towards management. Initially, workers’ behaviours are monitored and regulated to

behave in ways that are desired by management. However, there is a tendency for

workers to misbehave in the forms of absenteeism, soldiering, sabotage, vandalism

etc. In response to diverse workplace behaviours, managers take actions accordingly

to change their misbehaviours. Nevertheless, Ackroyd and Thompson (2022) state

that workers’ behaviours are tractable and can be changed by the management.
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However, Ackroyd and Thompson (2022) note that workplace behaviours can only be

changed marginally and temporally because managerial actions do not act on the

tendency to misbehave. In other words, organizational misbehaviours cannot be

eliminated. Moreover, with the increasing complexity of contemporary organizations,

it is likely for organizational misbehaviours to be innovated and take new forms.

Hence, the variety of workplace behaviours adds complexity to the production politics,

which in turn shape the configuration of factory regimes.

Burawoy’s conceptualisation of factory regimes and the politics of production are

useful for explaining the productive relations of online platforms and for examining

the significance of state in the operations of digital gig work. As discussed before, the

growth of online platforms contributed to the change of point of production from

factory to online platform. This in turn enables us to probe Burawoy’s

conceptualisation in a new context, namely that of digital platforms. In addition, the

global coverage of online platforms tends to make the issue of national differences

and specificities, so central to Burawoy’s thinking, more complicated. Importantly,

since the primary focus of Burawoy’s thinking lay in the developed capitalist

countries, developing countries like China were not the original focus of labour

process analysis. Yet, China is at the forefront of deploying digital means to structure

labour and social relations and has hence increasingly come under scholarly scrutiny.

Thus, in this research we adopt a combination of LPT and the politics of production to

analyse the operations of digital gig work and the mediation of online platforms in
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contemporary China. Our aim in so doing is to apply the classical labour theories into

new contexts and generate new insights into the mediation of online platforms and the

state to the labour process of gig work in China.

The following sections move onto reviewing the literature on gig economy, followed

by digital gig work from the perspectives of control and workers’ response in both

western and Chinese contexts. The literature review section will thus offer an

overview of existing scholarship on digital gig work and explicate the platform as a

novel point of production as well as novel modalities of labour mediation operating in

this digital space.

2.3 Gig economy

2.3.1 Definition and characteristics

Tracing back to the period of 1970s, when the ‘Dot.Com’ boom and bust built the

capacity for the rise of platforms by establishing digital infrastructures like servers,

fibreoptic, and underseas cables etc (Dicken, 2015; Srnicek, 2017). Meanwhile, this

period was accompanied by the easy monetary policy, which encouraged the

capitalists to invest in risky speculative ventures based on data as a new kind of

commodity. When it comes to the 1990s, the advancements in information and

communication technology (ICT) helped to boost the economic growth, and more and

more Internet upstarts came into existence (Srnicek, 2017). Some large ‘platform

capitalist’ firms rose up during this period due to effective extraction of data. Here the



36

term ‘platform’ refers to ‘digital infrastructures that enable two or more groups to

interact, extract and exchange data’ (Srnicek, 2017: 43). Platforms act as

intermediaries for different users to build up their own products, services or

marketplaces and facilitate exchange among them. With the development of online

platforms, the term ‘sharing economy’ firstly emerged in 2008 to indicate digitally

enabled cooperation in areas like housing, transportation, personal services, and

consumer goods (Schor and Attwood-Charles, 2017: 1; Ravenelle, 2017). Digital

sharing process indicates that platform users can search for underutilized or idle

resources on sharing platforms and rent them from owners. Moreover, sharing

platforms always use algorithms to organize and manage workers or asset holders,

who provide the actual services and products to customers, and rely on the

crowdsourced ratings and other reputational data to facilitate exchange among them

(Rosenblat et al., 2017). The sharing economy has usually been used to name a wider

plethora of business practices that gradually have become subsumed into the

data-driven business model of platform capital, which is termed as ‘platform economy’

(Vallas and Schor, 2020). As we will explain later, this initial labelling of platform

economy as sharing economy soon came under scrutiny, as it became clear that digital

platforms widen the power and information asymmetries between firms and workers

(Qiu et al., 2014).

This research focuses on the online ‘gig economy’, which reveals that digital

platforms are not simply data extraction instruments, but themselves a mode of
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organizing labour (Healy et al., 2017). Specifically, the gig economy refers to the

exchange of labours with short-term contracts or freelance work for corresponding

payment through digital platforms (Healy et al., 2017). Gig economy allows workers

performing ‘gig work’ on demand, which adds flexibility for both parties involved in

this digital process. The gig economy is increasingly prevalent in recent years,

particularly in the service industry. For instance, the two largest for-profit online

platforms, Airbnb and Uber, provide lodging and transportation services for their

users. Although gig economy has diverse coverage in sectors, Stanford (2017)

summarizes five features that are incorporated in the gig economy broadly.

According to Stanford (2017), firstly, the gig work is performed on an on-demand

basis. In other words, workers only work when their labours are immediately required,

and there is no guarantee for continuous work opportunities. Unlike standard

employment with long-term contract and guarantee of stable sources of income, if gig

workers want to earn more income, they need to actively search for work

opportunities on digital platforms (Prassl, 2018). Such work patterns add flexibility

for both workers and customers in demand of workers’ labour. However, working

on-demand also means increasing uncertainty (or precariousness) for workers (Chan

et al., 2019). Firstly, businesses use this kind of employment to shift the risks of

variation in customer demand to workers to reduce unnecessary labour costs.

Secondly, gig workers are compensated on a piece-work basis. Neither customers nor

online platforms are going to provide extra employment benefits like sick leave for
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these workers. Thirdly, gig workers usually need to supply themselves with necessary

equipment for conducting the work. For instance, workers need to provide themselves

the places where work occurs, and any other tools or equipment used directly in the

labour process. Like Uber and Didi drivers, they need to own personal vehicles or

lease/loan them through various financial arrangements for registering on the

platforms and provide ride-hailing services (Wu and Li, 2019; Wu et al., 2019).

Fourthly, in most cases, the digital platform acts as an intermediary that is distinct

from either the end-user of workers’ labour, implying a triangular relationship

between worker, online platform, and customer. Finally, some forms of the digital

mediation via algorithms are utilised to control and supervise the work, deliver it to

customers and facilitate the transactions. As argued by Stanford (2017), most of these

activities mediated by the online platform resemble the power of management and

control owned by traditional physical employers. Based on the discussion above, it

can be found that gig economy is similar to contingent work in several aspects except

the mode of operations via online platforms. Thus, it might be interesting to examine

whether the online platforms make a difference on workers’ labour process, and the

following section explores the gig economy from the labour process perspective of

control.

2.3.2 Gig workers’ working conditions: Tension between autonomy and control

Arguably, control is one of the most fundamental issues in the workplace, because

workers’ labour power is indeterminate in its efficacy or productivity when employed

at the point of production, and the exchange relationship between employers and
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workers alone is not enough to guarantee workers’ performance (Smith, 2015). Smith

(2006) argues that there exists a double indeterminacy of workers’ labour power, and

he categorizes labour power into labour effort power and labour mobility power. The

labour effort power and labour mobility powers refer to how workers complete their

work tasks and when and how much work workers will complete. Hence, the

management is deployed to impose control on workers’ double indeterminacy at the

point of production. As for platform companies, they tend to use apps and associated

algorithms to exert new forms of control on workers. The business model of gig

economy is that platforms function as technological intermediaries with the aim of

connecting independent contractors (i.e., gig workers) with an online customer base

(Todolí-Signes, 2017). De Stefano (2015) comments on this business model and states

that if platforms are indeed operated through simply matching supply and demand of

labours, then labour laws would allow these platform companies to classify gig

workers as independent contractors rather than employees. Furthermore, Gurvich et al.

(2019) argue that due to the status classification of independent contractor for gig

workers, platform companies need to allow workers a certain degree of ‘on-the-job

autonomy’, typically understood as ‘freedom from employer control’ (Shapiro, 2018:

2955). In practice, Scholz (2013) argues that gig workers’ freedom and autonomy are

reflected in two primary functions: workers’ ability to schedule their working time

and freedom to accept or reject work orders, which are attractive to workers who aim

for high flexibility of work. Being able to reject work tasks (i.e., orders) means that

even if gig workers are offered work tasks to perform, they can still reject the ones
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with low pay and search for new orders. Also, self-administering work schedules

allow workers to take time off easily without asking for permission from line

managers. However, delegating workers freedom and autonomy comes with its own

set of costs for platform companies. Likewise, Cachon et al. (2017) suggest that due

to indeterminacy of labour power, platform companies that adhere to workers’

autonomy of self-scheduling and the freedom to accept or reject orders can expect

lower profitability as doing so cannot ensure there are enough workers available on

platforms especially during peak hours with surging demand that may ultimately lead

to customer dissatisfaction.

Faced with these competing demands, Shapiro (2018) suggests that platform

companies tend to develop certain strategies to delegate workers freedom and

autonomy while simultaneously exert control on them. Specifically, Shapiro (2018:

2959) identifies four strategies that are widely adopted by platform companies to

exert new forms of control, namely ‘updates to the worker-facing interface, opaque

distance-based pricing models, the right to reject, and the ensurance of coverage’.

Since Shapiro studied the on-demand delivery company, these strategies are specific

to the context of on-demand delivery. However, Shapiro’s research findings still have

general implications for other types of platform companies. This chapter will now

explain these four modes of control in more detail.
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The first strategy proposed by Shapiro (2018: 2959) refers to the use of ‘updates to

the worker-facing app’ by platform companies to control the information availability

for workers. Specifically, Shapiro (2018) finds out that updates to worker-facing apps

tend to occur regularly. Although there might not be significant changes on the

interface, once changes occur, they can dramatically transform the presentation and

availability of information to workers. In other words, where information was once

available to workers, an update to the worker-facing app can remove or transfer it

around within the interface without further notice. Since the worker-facing app is

almost the only communication channel between workers and platform companies, a

small change tends to accumulate to a big influence on workers’ decision-making and

their working conditions. Similarily, Schildt (2017) claims that the information

asymmetry is regarded as one of the techniques for platform companies to exert

control on workers. On platforms, workers are given scattered information depending

on the interface design, while remote platform companies maintain control of all

kinds of information. These information asymmetries tend to facilitate control over

workers, because with limited information availability, workers are not able to make

fully informed decisions. Nevertheless, with their continuous expansion, some leading

platform companies have established local agencies to better manage their labour

force in the areas where they are operating (Sun and Chen, 2021). The establishment

of local agencies further complicates the labour process of gig work, and further

details will be provided in the coming sections on the control mechanisms adopted by

Chinese platform companies.
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The second strategy proposed by Shapiro (2018: 2960) relates to the ‘distance-based

pricing models’ to algorithmically determine workers’ payment. Here Shapiro (2018)

emphasizes the use of algorithms to control workers. In the context of on-demand

delivery, Shapiro (2018) finds out that platform companies adopt complicated

algorithms to calculate payment for each delivery. In other words, platform

companies can control workers’ payment through purposively designed algorithms.

This form of control is identified by Lee et al. (2015: 1603) as ‘algorithmic

management’. Since the deployment of human managers is no longer sufficient to

deal with the individual and autonomous characters of gig workers, the platform

companies turn to advanced algorithms to track and analyse workers’ performance

and optimize decision-making concerning their future work allocation. Continuously,

platform companies’ use of advanced algorithms shifts the power of control from a

hierarchy of managers to IT professionals who design and master algorithms. Thus,

Zuboff (2015) suggests that platform companies’ use of algorithms ‘makes

management no longer a complete human practice, but a process embedded in

technology’. Even without a human manager on platforms, the control can still be

enacted through algorithms and in Shapiro’s research, it is called ‘distance-based

pricing models’ (Shapiro, 2018: 2960). Since the algorithmic ‘distance-based pricing

model’ directly influences workers’ income, it produces workers’ consent or dissent

in different situations. Meanwhile, workers have formulated their own strategies to

maximise their income, of which further analysis will be provided later.
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Likewise, platform companies’ use of algorithms tends to affect workers’ freedom to

accept or reject orders (i.e., on-demand work tasks). As mentioned before, platform

companies allocate orders through purposively designed algorithms. However,

Shapiro (2018) finds that since platform companies remain ambiguous about the

consequences of rejecting orders, some workers choose to avoid rejecting orders at all,

which constrains workers’ freedom and autonomy. Moreover, due to the information

asymmetry, Shapiro (2018) finds that numerous workers reflect difficulties of gauging

how worthwhile an order might be to perform. Cumulatively, the workers’ ability to

make fully informed decisions regarding accepting or rejecting orders is constrained.

Even so, with the increasing popularity of social media, more and more gig workers

tend to facilitate information exchange through social media to aid their work-related

decision making (Kaine and Josserand, 2019; Maffie, 2020).

Lastly, Shapiro’s (2018: 2959) proposed strategy of ‘ensurance of coverage’ deals

with workers’ flexibility of self-scheduling. On online platforms, due to the nature of

their business, it is evident that certain time periods or days are more profitable than

others. Like on-demand food delivery, weekend evenings can be busy while weekday

mornings are quiet. Under such conditions, Shapiro (2018) finds that platform

companies are trying to ensure the peak time is sufficiently staffed while quiet time is

not that ‘overcrowded’. Specifically, platform companies adopt dynamic pricing and

personalised rewards to ensure spatial and temporal coverage of workers for certain
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time periods. Through dynamic pricing mechanism, platform companies can

encourage workers to log onto the platform and go to certain areas during specific

time periods by paying higher rates. In accordance with Gurvich et al.’s (2019) view,

such dynamic pricing system can be seen as a lever of control, through which

companies can determine workers’ working time. Since dynamic pricing offers

incentives for workers to preschedule their working time to decrease non-working

time and maximize their income, the autonomy that workers can log on and off the

platform at will tends to be diminished. In sum, based on the discussion above, it can

be inferred that platform workers are increasingly working under new forms of digital

control.

Apart from Shapiro’s findings, Rosenblat et al. (2017) describe further control

strategies adopted by platform companies. Due to the lack of proximity between

workers and platform companies, direct observation and supervision of remote gig

work is almost impossible. However, Rosenblat et al. (2017: 256) argue that platform

companies adopt ‘platform-based rating and reputation systems’ as another important

technique of digital control. On online platforms, workers are rated by their customers

immediately after the completion of each order. According to Rosenblat et al. (2017),

platform-based ratings, as reflections of customer preferences, allow platform

companies to institutionalize these preferences by using them as assessors of workers’

performance. Thus, through platform-based ratings, customers are positioned as

‘agents’ for managers. To maintain good ratings and secure future work allocation,
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customers are seen as the ones who must be pleased and whose requirements appear

to dictate how workers’ tasks are to be performed. Rosenblat et al. (2017) find that

workers with the best ratings tend to be allocated more orders via platforms’

algorithmic ranking of workers within search results. Moreover, workers who

participate in Rosenblat et al.’s (2017) research all stress the importance of

maintaining high average ratings and good reputations for accessing future work

opportunities. For instance, on Uber platform, drivers with constant bad customer

ratings are at the risk of suspension of their accounts (Stanford, 2017), which

demonstrates the effectiveness of platform companies’ use of customer sourced

ratings and reputation systems in controlling workers’ behaviours. Hence, while

workers have freedom of choice over how to perform work tasks, they are constantly

pushed to gain good ratings and feedback from their customers, hence the tension

between autonomy and control.

De Stefano’s (2015) notes platform companies’ self-classification as technological

intermediaries which merely coordinate matchings among end-users. However, the

above discussion disputes this classification. We can see platform companies are still

able to exert control by designing the platform interface, monitoring workers’

behaviours and tracking workers’ ratings based on collection of data, which

ultimately results in information and power asymmetries. Although exerting control

over workers is not the primary objective for platform companies, the incentive to

generate profits is often associated with the need for surveillance and discipline for
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high customer satisfaction. Therefore, the business model of platform companies

enables them to generate profits from each transaction and continuously expand scale

of operations, both of which require control over workers. Although existing studies

mention platform companies’ self-classification as technological intermediaries,

however, the real role played by online platform in the labour process of gig work is

still uncertain, which deserves further research.

2.3.3 Gig workers’ working conditions

Working under new ways of control, gig workers’ working experiences tend to be

diverse. Wood et al. (2019) research gig workers’ working experiences through two

dimensions: working time and work intensity. As discussed before, workers’

flexibility to schedule their working time is one of the primary functions offered by

online platforms. However, in Wood et al.’s (2019) research, they found that earning

a decent income on platforms often entails long hours of working and that late-night

work, which is largely determined by customer demands. Certain work needs to be

performed at customers’ convenience and completed within customers’ timeframe,

which can lead to irregular and unpredictable working hours. Moreover, with the

development of the gig economy around the world, platform companies are

expanding their scale of operations and more and more workers choose to register to

work for these online platforms. The development of these platform companies

increases the competition among workers to earn income. In Chan’s (2021) research,
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the majority of platform workers stated that they need to work for increasingly

lengthy hours to earn some ‘decent’ income.

With respect to gig workers’ work intensity, Wood et al. (2019) argue that due to the

platform-based rating and reputation systems, performing gig work can be quite

intensive. As mentioned before, the reputations that workers develop on platforms and

the customer ratings workers maintain can directly impact upon their payment and

their future work allocation, which means that workers need to satisfy customers’

requirements and engage in emotional labour to receive good ratings and maintain

platform reputations to remain employable on platforms. Moreover, due to the fierce

competition that exists on digital platforms, workers’ work can be further intensified.

This is because the digital platform is essentially a marketplace, in which market

mechanisms replace administrative rules to determine work outcomes (Graham et al.,

2017). However, market mechanisms are also associated with high levels of

inter-worker competition. Under such conditions, in order to earn more income,

workers need to complete more orders in a short time. The same scholars also notice

that completing more orders often requires the orders to be completed as quick as

possible, hence increasing the work intensity. Furthermore, as for workers who rely

on platforms for income, they tend to minimize unpaid downtime and ensure that they

have orders when ready to work. Hence, they may choose to engage in several orders

and work for several clients on platforms. This, in turn, requires dealing with multiple

clients’ requirements and meeting different deadlines, again increasing the work
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intensity. Faced with unpredictable working patterns and intensive work, however,

workers are not simply passive actors in the face of employer control. Some of them

have already started to develop their own strategies to collectively organise for better

working conditions and income.

2.3.4 Gig workers’ collective organization

2.3.4.1 Collective organization in digital contexts

With the growth of contingent forms of work like gig work, relevant scholars are

debating how does this new work arrangements influence workers’ ability to

collectively organize. Specifically, Graham and Anwar (2018) find that there exist

significant barriers for contingent workers to collectively organize. Using

micro-workers from Amazon Mechanical Turk as examples, Graham and Anwar

(2018) argue that the physical distance among co-workers can be much longer than

standard employees who work in fixed places and get together with co-workers

during fixed working time. Also, micro-workers may be engaged with globally

dispersed clients, which makes it difficult for micro-workers to identify potential

targets for collective actions (Vandaele, 2018). Furthermore, in accordance with

Hodder et al.’s (2017) view, the ability for workers to undertake collective actions is

one of the reasons to join unions; thus, the barriers identified by Graham and Anwar

(2018) tend to reduce the attraction of formal collective organisation for

micro-workers.
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Similarly, research by Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman (2013) into collective

organization among contingent workers points out the fragmentation of contingent

work as the major barrier for them to collectively organize. They find that

fragmentation could constrain the scale of workers’ collective actions, resulting in

relatively small numbers of workers engaging in collective actions. Moreover,

Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman (2013) argue that contingent workers are often

separated from their co-workers and have different employers, which increases the

difficulty for organizing collective actions. All these conditions reduce the appeal of

unionisation, which again conforms to Hodder et al.’s (2016) opinion. Thus, it can be

argued that the distinctive characteristics of contingent work tend to influence

workers’ ability to collectively organize.

2.3.4.2 Contingent workers’ self-organization

Although there exist barriers for contingent workers to collectively organize, workers

are developing new strategies for collective actions. Wood et al. (2018) investigate

online freelancers’ perceptions towards trade unions. In their research, only a minority

of participants felt trade unions are useful to them and a significant amount expressed

that they did not want to organize a trade union due to their perceived uselessness.

The indifference of most of these participants towards trade unions derives from

several reasons, namely ‘pre-existing negative perceptions of unions, identification

with being ‘freelancers’ or ‘entrepreneurs’, and an expectation that the benefits of

forming unions would not outweigh the costs’. They acknowledge that workers’
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different cultural backgrounds might result in their indifference. However, workers’

self-identification as entrepreneurs or freelancers might entail ‘individualistic hostility’

towards collective organizations, as they tend to emphasize more on autonomy,

discretion, and flexibility (Wood et al., 2018: 105). Moreover, in Wood et al.’s (2018)

research, a significant number of workers felt that they could easily be replaced due to

the nature of their work and the huge number of workers registering on platforms, and

this perceived disadvantageous position also make workers feel that conventional

unionization will not be that useful and effective for them.

Since contingent workers are increasingly sceptical of trade unions’ effectiveness in

protecting their interests, they are actively finding alternatives. For instance, Diamond

and Freeman (2002) explore emerging unionism on the Internet, arguing that the low

cost and efficiency of information exchange and communication online offers

workers opportunities to collectively organize. Specifically, Diamond and Freeman

(2002) identify three kinds of opportunities provided by the Internet. Firstly, the

Internet can gather and spread information regarding workers’ problems to cyber

citizens effectively. Secondly, the Internet can facilitate communications with

co-workers directly through targeted electronic messages. Thirdly, the Internet can

provide online spaces like discussion forums for workers to interact with others with

minimum costs. Hence, Diamond and Freeman (2002: 570) conclude that the Internet

can effectively bridge the gap between ‘an increasingly heterogeneous and
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individualistic workforce’ (i.e., gig workers) and ‘the collective activity and solidarity’

that lies in the core of trade unionism.

Interestingly, contingent workers have already been found to use the Internet to

collaborate with each other. Specifically, Yin et al. (2016) claim that micro-workers

are increasingly relying on digital communication channels. Using Amazon

Mechanical Turk (hereafter ‘AMT’) as a case study, Yin at al. (2016) find that

workers on AMT use communication channels like online discussion forums and

websites to share information regarding their work, working experiences, and the

current market conditions etc. For instance, workers on AMT use these

communication channels to inform ‘good’ and ‘bad’ clients, share lucrative and

unprofitable tasks on AMT and share useful strategies for dealing with different types

of clients. The exchange of this information could help improve their working

conditions and help workers make better informed decisions. Moreover, with the help

of these online communication channels, Lehdonvirta (2016) find that micro-workers

even attempt to challenge market conditions through negatively highlighting

low-paying tasks and warning other workers not to accept them. In addition to these

purely worker-led activities, there are some other online initiatives facilitated by

relevant scholars and activists. For example, Irani and Silberman (2013) designed a

website and Internet browser plugin that enable micro-workers to upload and

exchange information on clients and check clients’ reviews before accepting or

rejecting their tasks on the AMT platform. Thus, through the online communication
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channels, workers can collectively increase information availability to make better

informed decisions.

Another important finding to be drawn from Wood et al.’s (2018) research is that

apart from online forums, social media plays an important role in workers’ collective

actions. As for contingent workers, the communication facilitated by social media is

even more common than online forum. Similar to the use of online forums, online

freelancers use social media groups to exchange and enhance knowledge of their

work. Also, the use of social media groups is proven to be especially useful when

workers are looking to enter the contingent work market and when they want to learn

how to earn a decent income from online platforms. Thus, workers tend to continue

using these social media groups after they enter the platforms. As expressed by some

of the workers in Wood et al.’s (2018) research, they need to consult experienced

workers for advice since they are unfamiliar with the ‘hidden’ rules of the platforms

and ‘secret of success’. Gradually, through social media groups, some experienced

workers offer support to newcomers without any expectations for financial

remuneration.

Regarding the mutual support facilitated by social media groups, Wood et al. (2018)

argue that social media also enables the exchange of information concerning their

tasks, clients and platforms, which increase workers’ sense of job security to some

extent. For instance, the information exchanged online includes warnings about
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potential fraud, which are one of workers’ concerns regarding working in this

low-trust virtual environment. Workers use these social media groups to recommend

clients who are fair and reliable, as well as reminding workers those who are deemed

to pay an unacceptable low rate. Therefore, it can be concluded that many of the

interactions facilitated by these social media groups revolve around the collective

provision of advice and mutual support. A spirit of online community support and

mutual help are becoming evident on digital platforms.

2.3.4.3 Emerging digital labour collectivism

The contingent work and more specifically the digital gig work are changing workers’

perceptions and ways of collective actions. Due to the power of Internet and social

media, new grounds for ‘digital labour activism’ are emerging gradually (Chen, 2018:

2691). Chen’s research into the taxi industry and ride-hailing platforms in China

suggests that online platforms are ‘contested spaces’ where ‘digital labour politics

penetrate beyond the purported algorithmic power of the technology’. Specifically,

Chen (2018) finds that in China, taxi drivers may choose to go on strike due to their

enduring vulnerable positions and unfair governmental treatments towards unlicensed

taxis (i.e., heiche, 黑车). In addition to going on strike, taxi drivers deploy a variety

of digital technologies for resistance and collective actions. For instance, taxi drivers

are increasingly using social media as channel for advertising information regarding

strikes and other collective actions. As mentioned before, the high efficiency of
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information exchange and transmission on the Internet contributes to the success of

workers’ collective actions.

Chen (2018) shows that workers have generated different forms of information

regarding collective actions such as pictures and text messages and spread these out

by themselves. Qiu (2016: 620) defines such information as ‘worker-generated

content’ and suggests that such content empowers taxi drivers to formulate their own

narratives around workplace struggles. While mainstream media tends to neglect such

‘worker-generated content’, Qiu (2016: 631) argues the usage of social media by the

Chinese working class has created ‘an enlarged media ecology of resistance’ for

collective actions. Instead of being passive platform users, workers start manipulating

the platforms and arguing for better terms and conditions. Chen views this in terms of

the ‘mutually constitutive and reinforceable relationship between technological

literacy and collective actions’, which in turn enables workers to intervene more

deeply within the platforms themselves (Chen, 2018: 2704). To offer an example,

some taxi drivers have installed bot apps2 or registered their vehicles on multiple

ride-hailing platforms. As argued by Chen (2018), both of these actions allow drivers

to compare orders having received and choose the best among them, hence helping to

increase drivers’ income. Through these practices, ‘digital labour activism’ is taking

shape to ultimately manipulate and gain advantage over the platforms (Chen, 2018:

2691).

2 Bot apps are applications that can help drivers automatically circumvent platform’s rules and
algorithms. Different bot apps are designed for different purposes.
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Admittedly, Chen (2018) claims that ‘controlling’ the platforms may not lead to

increase in drivers’ income, and in fact managing multiple electronic devices and

platforms can partially increase drivers’ stress levels and work intensity. Nevertheless,

these taxi drivers are keen to avoid being passive receivers of platforms’ algorithmic

power and control. Thus, it can be observed that the relationships between control and

resistance on online platforms are even more complicated. Faced with significant

barriers to collectively organize, workers are increasingly adopting digital

technologies for organizing collective actions to resist algorithmic power and new

forms of control.

Based on the discussion above, it can be proposed that gig work is similar to

contingent work in terms of labour process like unpredictability in working hours and

workers’ struggle with tension between flexibility and control. Moreover, due to the

existence of online platforms, certain kinds of control tend to be digitalised through

the use of algorithms. Thus, this research aims to unpack the role of online platform in

mediating the labour process of gig work. Furthermore, since this research aims to

explore the platform mediation to the labour process of gig work in the Chinese

context, the following sections focus on reviewing the literature on digital gig work in

China.

2.4 Proliferation of digital gig work in China

Continuing with the review of scholarly debates on flexible work and specifically the
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digital gig work, this section moves onto discussing the proliferation of digital gig

work in the Chinese context and the recent scholarly debates around digital gig work

in China. Due to the differences in institutional environment within which the digital

economy is operating, the platform companies in different countries have adopted

diverse strategies to extract surplus value from gig workers (for examples, see Shapiro,

2018; Rosenblat et al., 2017; Wu and Li, 2019; Wu et al., 2019; Sun, 2019). Since this

research is conducted in China, it is worth examining the development of digital gig

work there, focusing on the platform companies’ management practices, workers’

response, and the intervention of the Chinese state. Therefore, this section is

organized as follows: firstly, it will briefly introduce the changing market landscape

for China’s digital economy and the development route for platform companies. Next,

this section will move onto discussing the control mechanisms adopted by on-demand

work platforms. Then, one of the key lines of inquiry, work precarity, will be

discussed in detail especially considering the recent global COVID-19 pandemic.

Moreover, this section will include the various responses from Chinese gig workers

towards platform control mechanisms.

2.4.1 The control mechanisms adopted by China’s on-demand work platforms

The perspective of platform control is currently under hot debate among scholars who

are researching China’s digital economy. China’s digital economy has developed into

an advanced stage, and the online ride-hailing platforms and food delivery platforms

act as two representative industries. Based on the review of existing literature, it can
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be found that the majority of research conducted in this field is about either the

Chinese leading ride-hailing platforms or food delivery platforms (for examples, see

Wu and Li, 2019; Wu et al., 2019; Sun, 2019; Chen and Sun, 2020). With the

proliferation of these online platforms, workers in these industries are seemingly

moving towards greater flexibility. Among these platform companies, three platform

giants including Didi, Meituan, and Ele.me take the monopolistic positions along with

other emerging platforms (The Economist, 2021). Their market positions equip them

with capabilities to exert tight control on their workers at the point of production and

make workers difficult and somehow unable to transfer to other platforms through

cultivation of workers’ digitalized employability (Purcell and Brook, 2020). Thus, in

order for on-demand platform companies, especially the platform giants, to strengthen

their market positions, they exert tight control through digital technologies to secure a

stable and in some respects excessive supply of labour and ensure their service quality

(Chan and Kwok, 2021). Specifically, the majority of existing research on the gig

economy in China examines the leading platforms Didi, Meituan, and Ele.me (Li,

2021; Chen and Sun, 2020; Sun, 2019). Before Didi’s acquisition of Uber in 2016,

there is also research examining the labour control exerted by Uber (Wu et al., 2019).

Although different platforms have adopted different strategies to control their workers,

there are three key dimensions that platform companies focus their control efforts on,

as discussed later. These are working time, work related behaviors, and income. The

following section discusses the control mechanisms adopted by China’s online

ride-hailing platform giants, Didi and previously Uber, in detail.
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2.4.1.1 The control mechanisms for China’s ride-hailing platforms

With regard to the online ride-hailing industry, it is noted that Uber entered the

Chinese market in 2014 and was purchased by Didi in 2016 (Chen, 2018). Although

Uber had operated in China for only two years, it was regarded as the pioneer for

ride-hailing platforms around the world. After this purchase, Didi has become the

market leader and other emerging ride-hailing platforms have adopted similar modes

of operations as Uber (Yang and Xia, 2022). Thus, it is worth discussing the control

mechanisms adopted by Uber during the early stage of proliferation of ride-hailing

platforms in China. Wu et al. (2019) conducted an in-depth case study of Uber

between 2015 and 2016, suggesting that there are three main strategies that Uber used

to control drivers, which are payment system, customer evaluation and ‘flexible’

working hours. As per the previous literature review, these control strategies are in

common with the ones adopted by other platform companies (Shapiro, 2018;

Rosenblat et al., 2017).

In addition to the control mechanisms adopted by Uber, Wu et al. (2019) distinguish

between different types of platform workers. They categorize Uber drivers (mainly

first-tier cities3 like Beijing, Guangzhou, and Chengdu) into full-time drivers and

drivers with other sources of income. They argue established control strategies are

especially effective in controlling most full-time Uber drivers due to the fact that most

3 China operates a hierarchical classification of cities and all cities in mainland China are classified into different
tiers to reflect the differences among cities in the areas of infrastructure, population size, income level, education,
health care, transportation, business opportunity etc. First-tier cities are listed as the top tier ones with the most
advanced state in the areas mentioned before.
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of these drivers do not have urban Hukou (户口 ), namely the rights granted by the

local government to reside in the city. Generally, the rights associated with urban

Hukou include education, medical treatment, housing, employment etc. However, the

lack of residential status makes full-time drivers rely on Uber for income because it is

increasingly difficult for them to find better alternatives in those first-tier cities. Also,

Uber takes customer evaluation into consideration to assign orders, which links

drivers’ income with their customers’ evaluations. The interconnection between

drivers’ payment and their customer evaluations exaggerates the effectiveness of

control on drivers. In order words, drivers’ payment is influenced by his/her customer

evaluation, and high evaluation accumulated through completing more orders can

help drivers earn more income. As a consequence, the flexibility that Uber promotes

for its workers winds up with those workers doing overtime.

On the other hand, the situations for drivers with other sources of income are

significantly different from that of full-time drivers. Wu et al. (2019) find that this

group of Uber driver regards Uber driving as supplementary to their main income and

some of them even regard Uber driving as a way of killing time. Although the

dependence of these drivers on other sources of income is significantly lower than for

full-time drivers, those drivers with additional sources of income only constitute a

fraction of the total Uber drivers in China (Zhang, 2019). Wu et al.’s (2019) research

findings are representative of the majority of the platform workers’ working

conditions in China’s first-tier cities.
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In addition, China-based research makes visible the relevance of investigating the

social characteristics of platform workers as these characteristics relate to forms of

control as well as forms of resistance. According to Chen (2020), the vast majority of

workers that participate in ride-hailing platforms and food delivery platforms in China

are male, and their self-identity as breadwinners for their families stimulate them to

rely on platforms for earning income, which in turn increase the effectiveness of

platform control mechanisms. Also, the feeling of guilt as a result of earning

insufficient income forces workers to accept platform control to secure continuous

provision of work opportunities, otherwise their future work opportunities can be

easily denied (van Doorn and Chen, 2021). Such phenomena signal the similarities

and differences in working conditions facing by workers with different residential

status (i.e., whether have proper urban Hukou or not).

Similarly, Wu and Li (2019: 1) study the relations between ‘labor control and task

autonomy under sharing economy’ through the case study of Platform W4, and their

findings suggesting ‘a more fragmented control of labor’ than previously assumed to

be in place on ride-hailing platforms. It is fragmented because the control is limited

from allocating orders till the completion of those orders. Such control produces ‘both

active consent and passive acceptance towards the platform and its rules’ (Wu and Li,

2019: 1). As for the consent produced by workers, Platform W simplified the

registration process into several steps that can be completed in a few minutes on their

4 A ride-hailing platform in China.
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smartphones. Such simple registration prevents drivers from perceiving driving for

Platform W as formal work. Also, the apparent flexibility on drivers’ working time

makes drivers feel as if they are not controlled, implying they consent to the flexible

work option offered by Platform W. Moreover, Platform W adopts a similar ‘bilateral’

customer rating system as Uber, which means both drivers and passengers can rate

each other. This rating system delegates control to passengers and further enhances

drivers’ feelings of not being controlled by the platform.

As for drivers who rely on platforms for a living, the piece-rate payment and

performance-related bonus gradually pushed them to achieve challenging yet

achievable targets, and drivers usually ended up working overtime. Though drivers

are pushed to work overtime, they feel that they are working for themselves thus

consenting to work longer to earn more income. In this regard, Platform W acts as the

rule maker for setting up and changing the payment mechanisms for drivers.

Therefore, Wu and Li (2019) argue that with the apparent flexibility to control drivers’

own working time and the sophisticated algorithms to encourage drivers to earn more

income, drivers show consent towards Platform W while passively accepting the

predefined rules. The effectiveness of Platform W’s strategies to create workers’

consent towards algorithmic control lies, as Wu and Li (2019) see it, in the successful

alignment between the platform’s business model to make profits and workers’

intrinsic motivation to make money.
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Apart from the control mechanisms adopted by platform companies, there are

scholars researching the rationale behind platform control. For example, Li (2021: 2)

analyses the reasons for platform control through the case study of Didi Chuxing, and

she argues that due to the ‘double indeterminacy’ of the on-demand work platforms,

platform companies are struggling to ensure sufficient supply of labour during the

surge of customer demand, like peak hours for ride-hailing services and food delivery

services (Smith, 2006). Specifically, Li (2021) argues that while the algorithmic

management techniques can be effective for controlling platform workers’ labour

effort power by regulating and monitoring how they complete each order, these

techniques may not be able to control the time and number of orders workers would

complete. However, since customer demand for both ride-hailing platforms and food

delivery platforms fluctuates between peak hours and off-peak hours, the platform

companies need to control workers’ labour mobility power to meet fluctuation in

customer demands, especially for leading platforms to strengthen their monopolistic

positions. Therefore, based on Li’s (2021) findings, in addition to the algorithmic

management techniques, some platform companies like Didi delegate responsibilities

for controlling workers to local management companies and use social media

software like WeChat to establish virtual workplaces among platform workers. These

two additional control mechanisms are regarded as effective enhancements to the

existing platform algorithms. For example, Li (2021) finds that the local management

companies are responsible for recruiting and managing a certain proportion of

workers based on platform companies’ requirements. As for managing workers, the
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local management companies usually ask workers to join into WeChat groups (in

most cases joining WeChat groups is compulsory for workers). With the contacts of

individual workers and WeChat groups, the local management companies easily

connect all of their workers together online. Within WeChat groups, workers with

highest seniority and best performance are selected as group leaders, and the group

leaders act as the bridge between companies and workers. The work-related

announcements are posted in WeChat groups by leaders and workers are ranked based

on their performance in groups. Considering the dispersed and fragmented nature of

platform work, the management through local companies and use of WeChat can

foster collaboration among workers and increase their commitment towards platforms

through instant information sharing. Also, the performance ranking could increase the

sense of competition and stimulate them to complete more orders to be ranked higher

within WeChat groups.

However, Li (2021) suggests that the communication through WeChat is

unidirectional, as the local management companies retain autonomy on what

information to share with workers while workers rarely express their feelings and

concerns regarding their works to the companies. Hence, through this top-down

communication, workers have to passively consent to the platform control

mechanisms, which echoes Wu et al.’s (2019) findings. Additionally, most of the

platform companies’ management practices should be conducted online. Nevertheless,

with the continuous expansion of platforms, these companies have started to
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outsource parts of their managerial control to local agencies (i.e., local management

companies). Similarly, in Sun and Chen’s research, they have found that food delivery

platform Meituan and Ele.me set up Zhandian (站点; working stations) to manage

couriers. They observe that the cooperation with local agencies tend to happen when

the platforms develop into certain scale with sufficient number of users. Compared

with the research findings regarding platform control in western context, Chinese

platform companies adopt similar control mechanisms, but they extend the control

from online to offline terrain through cooperating with local management companies.

Thus, the differences in platform control between western and Chinese contexts

reflect the significance of the local context in formulating the platform mediation to

the labour process of gig work.

2.4.1.2 The control mechanisms for China’s food delivery platforms

Although the ride-hailing and food delivery services are different in character, both

platforms need to ensure workers’ service quality and efficiency and secure a

sufficient supply of workers especially during peak hours. Therefore, food delivery

platforms like Meituan and Ele.me have adopted similar mechanisms to control

workers’ ‘double indeterminacy’ (Li, 2021: 2). Moreover, different from ride-hailing

services, the efficiency (i.e., delivery time) is at the core of food delivery platforms’

business philosophy, which is evident in their slogans (Chan, 2021). Therefore, these

food delivery platforms strictly control the time (algorithmically determined) for

couriers to complete each order through the real-time tracking system on the app (Sun,
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2019). In their study of food delivery workers’ working experiences, Chen and Sun

(2020: 1563) suggest that the ‘urban infrastructure’ that consists of roads, streets,

architecture, Internet etc. causes ‘constant interruptions and demands extra labour and

time’ from food delivery workers. However, in order to retain customers and attract

new customers, platform companies aim to prioritize customer needs and reduce

workers’ delivery time. Several food delivery workers in Chen and Sun’s (2020)

research experienced a significant reduction in their average delivery time during the

past few years. As a consequence, food delivery workers have to adjust their work

intensity to meet customers’ ‘temporal expectations’ and conquer the obstacles of

urban infrastructure (Chen and Sun, 2020: 1567). Since both food delivery workers

and ride-hailing drivers rely on the urban infrastructure to complete their orders, the

disruptions caused by the urban infrastructure are not calculated into the platform

algorithms and the extra labour as a result of these interruptions largely remains

uncompensated. Such working conditions are similar to the conception of Snyder’s

(2016) ‘disrupted workplace’, and the level of disruption varies in different contexts.

Sun et al. (2021) conducted a tracking survey into food delivery workers in Beijing

between 2018 and 2019. Based on their research findings, and against the advertised

flexible nature of food delivery work, they have found out ‘a trend of

de-flexibilisation for workers’ (Sun et al., 2021: 1). The trend of ‘de-flexibilisation’ is

characterized by workers’ sole dependence on platforms for income. Such

‘de-flexibilisation’ is achieved through platform control mechanisms and enhanced by
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food delivery workers’ precarious conditions, namely migrant workers without urban

Hukou. Similar to Wu et al. (2019) and Wu and Li’s (2019) findings, Sun et al. (2021)

also find that migrant workers constitute the vast majority of food delivery workers in

Beijing. In terms of entry requirements, the food delivery platform is general lower

than ride-hailing platform, as the tool of production for food delivery workers is

e-bike instead of car. Meituan also cooperates with some local staffing agencies to

recruit and manage drivers (Sun and Chen, 2021). To attract drivers, some staffing

agencies even offer e-bikes and places to live for them to use free of charge (see

picture 1). These offers are especially tempting to migrant food delivery drivers

because motorbikes and accommodation are costly for them. Without worrying about

incurring expenses before starting to make money, these food delivery workers could

focus on completing food delivery orders and their dependence on the platform is

enhanced due to platform’s offer of motorbike and accommodation. Thus, with these

conditions, drivers have no choice but to follow the food delivery platforms’ rules to

make money, which in turn enhances the effectiveness of platform control

mechanisms. Such situation is termed by Sun et al. (2021: 1) as ‘de-flexibilisation for

workers’, as the purported flexible work has been transformed into full-time inflexible

work.
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Picture 1: ‘We offer e-bike and place to live for free, register today as a Meituan

driver for RMB 0!’ – A recruitment advertisement of a staffing agency for Meituan

that is displayed at the entrance

Source: taken by the author.

In addition to the trend from flexibilisation to de-flexibilisation for food delivery

workers, Sun et al. (2021) coin the concept of ‘sticky labour’ to depict the dependence

and precarious conditions for China’s platform workers. Like Meituan’s food delivery

workers, they may not be able to find other jobs with higher income. Moreover,

drivers’ family responsibilities make them rely on platforms to earn a stable income
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through working overtime. After trade-offs, they have to accept the food delivery

work and the platform’s rules and principles, which results in the ‘stickiness’ they

experience in depending on the food delivery platforms for their livings. This

stickiness enhances the effectiveness of platform control due to the fear of receiving

fewer orders or totally losing their food delivery work. Sun et al.’s (2021) findings on

platform workers’ stickiness resonate with increasingly common conditions in other

platform work in China, signalling a common trend for platform workers to rely on

platforms for income. Although more and more gig workers in western contexts tend

to rely on platforms for income, Chinese gig workers’ stickiness to platforms clearly

contradicts with the promoted flexibility of gig work and offers new lenses for

analysis.

2.4.2 Gig workers’ precariousness in China in the era of COVID-19

As mentioned before, workers’ consent towards platforms’ control mechanisms and

their stickiness are enhanced by their precarious conditions, and this section focuses

on analyzing Chinese platform workers’ precariousness, especially in the era of

COVID-19 pandemic.

According to International Labour Organization, precarious work is typically defined

as work that is insecure, low paid, loosely controlled, and unprotected by law (ILO,

2016). Labour scholars research precariousness in the digital economy, several of

which identify gig work as a kind of precarious work (Friedman, 2014; Stanford,



69

2017). Stanford (2017) argues that the monopoly character of several platforms

could serve to increase workers’ reliance on them, which in turn increases their

precariousness. In other words, due to workers’ reliance on platforms for income, they

have to accept platform control with limited or no room for negotiation. Stanford’s

(2017) argument can be useful for understanding Chinese gig workers’ precariousness

because both the ride-hailing and food delivery industries have developed into a

duopoly position with the market leaders holding absolute power to change their

algorithms and control mechanisms. However, under the current duopoly situation in

China, workers ‘stick’ to the platforms and their precariousness is further exaggerated.

Qi and Li (2020: 514-518) have additionally found that workers’ precariousness is

enhanced through the following dimensions: ‘market access, information hegemony

and labor stratification’. In their study of Didi Kuaiche5, they noted that platform

companies are in control of the work opportunities and utilize digital algorithms to

assign work to workers. Essentially, the platforms’ changes in work allocation directly

influence workers’ income and livelihoods. Moreover, platforms’ unilateral control

over information further enhances workers’ role as passive receivers of platforms’

rules, which is termed by Qi and Li (2020: 516) as ‘information hegemony’. Under

such conditions, workers have no room to negotiate for their working conditions. If

they need the platforms for income, they have to accept the rules and wait for work to

be assigned, which in turn puts them in a precarious situation. Moreover, due to the

5 also called Didi Express, the economic ride-hailing service provided by Didi in China.
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duopoly market landscape in China, the platform giants aim to secure sufficient or

sometimes excessive labour supply in response to the changing market demand (Rani

and Furrer, 2021). Thus, these platform giants aim to incentivize workers to work

under full-time patterns and workers are stratified into different categories based on

their level of engagement and their service quality (Wang et al., 2021).

The stratification of workers is implemented by platform companies for work

assignment purposes, as full-time workers tend to be prioritized for work allocation,

especially during off-peak hours when customer demand is likely to be lower than

labour supply. Consequently, platform workers’ precariousness is further enhanced

because they need to sacrifice the flexibility in order to get more work assigned. As

for the food delivery platforms, they adopt similar mechanisms to classify workers

and the changes in work allocation and payment calculations are even more uncertain

than ride-hailing platforms (Yu et al., 2022). With the proliferation of the digital

economy in China, workers’ precariousness is predicted to increase and some recent

developments, like COVID-19 pandemic and state intervention in the nascent industry,

also influence workers’ working conditions.

Huang (2022) examined the influence of COVID-19 pandemic on food delivery

platform workers, and he argues that the COVID-19 pandemic has forced platform

companies to strengthen their control on platform workers and amplified their

precarious conditions. In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the platform
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companies have intensified the control mechanisms on workers to ensure health and

safety and satisfaction of local government’s COVID-19-related requirements. For

example, the COVID-19 related hygiene standards like contactless delivery, wearing

of face masks and food container and body disinfection have been incorporated into

the labour process of food delivery workers. Workers’ compliance with these

measures is effectively ensured through adjusting the surveillance algorithms. For

example, food delivery platforms require workers to upload pictures as evidence of

compliance and to report their daily body temperature to the app. Noncompliance

disqualifies workers from receiving orders.

Alhough Huang’s (2022) research is about China’s food delivery platforms,

ride-hailing platforms like Didi also impose similar mechanisms to satisfy the local

government’s COVID-19 related requirements and this exerts a similar impact on

drivers’ work (Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China, 2020).

The additional workload as a result of compliance with COVID-19 related

requirements and investment in hygiene tools largely remains uncompensated, not to

mention the sharp decrease in customer demand for food delivery services. Moreover,

COVID-19 restrictions have disproportionately affected migrant workers. As for

migrant drivers who are stuck in their hometowns, the local government strictly

prevents them from moving to cities for work to reduce the transmission of

COVID-19, thus causing migrant workers’ a temporary loss of income (The

Economist, 2021). Therefore, under the influence of COVID-19 pandemic, Huang



72

(2022: 351) classifies migrant workers’ conditions as one of ‘hyper-precarious work’.

Huang’s (2022) research makes visible how, during the COVID-19 pandemic in

China, the local government has played a significant role in directly intervening in the

labour process of gig work. In other words, most of the platform control mechanisms

were adjusted in accordance with the local government’s temporary regulations on

controlling the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to the uncertainty of the COVID-19

pandemic, the Chinese government has adopted a dynamic mechanism to control the

transmission, namely tightening the controls when there are any infected people

within certain geographical areas and easing controls when there are no infected

people within those areas (The Economist, 2021). Such dynamic mechanisms further

increase the precariousness of platform workers.

Moreover, with the implementation of industrial upgrading and digital transformation

strategy, the Chinese government has strengthened its control on the proliferating

digital economy and more specifically platform work (The Economist, 2021). This

brings into sharp focus to the importance of state (i.e., both central and local

government in China) in mediating the labour process of gig work and workers’

working conditions. Often, however, the importance of the local state is overlooked.

For example, due to the existence of long-lasting unlicensed vehicles (heiche,

originated from taxi industry) in the ride-hailing industry, local governments have

adopted different ways to resolve the issue of unlicensed vehicles. The local
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governments’ treatment of unlicensed vehicles produces either drivers’ consent or

grievance, which further complicates the platform’s own mediation of the gig labour

process.

Hence, Chen and Qiu (2019: 278) argue that each local Chinese government has

established its own rules and regulations to regulate the ride-hailing industry, which

results in a ‘multi-headed, multi-tiered management system’. However, research into

exploring the role of the state in mediating the labour process of gig work and the

interconnection between state intervention and platform control is scant. Therefore,

this research incorporates the factor of state into the analysis of China’s digital gig

work and considers the influence of COVID-19 pandemic on platform companies and

workers.

2.4.3 Collective resistance organized by Chinese gig workers

With the continuous expansion of on-demand work platforms, platform companies

have designed and cultivated sophisticated algorithms to control workers’ labour (Wu

et al., 2019; Wu and Li, 2019; Sun, 2019; Sun and Chen, 2021). Meanwhile, more and

more gig workers have successfully engaged in these online platforms for several

years. They have accumulated practical work experiences and formulated their own

strategies to resist control and maximize their income. Thus, in addition to the

platform control, scholars have also researched gig workers’ response towards

platform control mechanisms and several of them argue that Chinese platform
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workers have created their ways to resist these control mechanisms, either collectively

or individually, with the aim of maximizing income (Lei, 2021; Liu and Friedman,

2021). Sun (2019: 310) explores the ‘algorithms in everyday labor’ through the case

study of three leading food delivery platforms in Beijing between 2018 and 2019. She

found that platform workers have learned to develop their own so-called ‘organic

algorithms’ to resist the algorithmic control and increase their income. Platform

workers’ creation of ‘organic algorithms’ is based on their knowledge and experiences

accumulated through extended time of participating in the platform work. These

knowledge and experiences provide the basis for workers’ decision-making, which

can help workers conquer the information asymmetry and make better informed

decisions during their work. More importantly, such knowledge and experiences in

their work can be exchanged among co-workers through the social media software,

WeChat.

Sun (2019) observes that almost all of the food delivery workers in her research have

used WeChat to exchange work related information, and this information can

significantly ease their working conditions. For instance, drivers may exchange orders

with others through WeChat to ensure all orders are delivered in time during peak

hours. Experienced drivers could offer instant advice on their work to others so that

workers’ vulnerability on the platform can be reduced to some extent. Some drivers

have collaborated with restaurants to ‘commit order fraud’ (shuadan, 刷单) through

WeChat to improve their work records and increase their possibility for receiving
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higher bonuses (Liu and Friedman, 2021: 81). As can be seen, WeChat offers platform

workers a virtual social gathering space that is easily accessible. This virtual space is

separate from the online platform, which means that platform companies cannot exert

direct control on this virtual space. Through workers’ mutual support, workers have

expressed that they could get more orders completed and earn higher income (Sun,

2019).

Sun’s (2019) research is conducted during the time period when various platform

companies are competing fiercely to enlarge their market share, and when the Chinese

government has begun to regulate the platform-based industry. This special time

period offers platform workers unique opportunities to switch among different

platforms and coordinate with fellow platform workers to earn more income.

However, due to the increasing cases of traffic accidents and personal injuries on

these platforms, the Chinese government has required the platform companies to

implement the measure of ‘real name authentication’, which further prevents platform

workers from exchanging orders and completing orders on others’ behalf (Cyberspace

Administration of China, 2021). Therefore, with the changes in market landscape and

government requirements, platform workers’ response towards these recent

developments largely remains unexplored, which is regarded as another potential gap

in this field. Hence, this research aims to explore the platform workers’ response

towards changing control mechanisms and offer latest insights into the platform

workers’ response in China.



76

Apart from platform workers’ organic strategies to resist control and increase their

income, there are also occasional protests and strikes organized by workers. Lei (2021)

finds that the ways of participating in collective activities are different between

‘service platform couriers’ and ‘gig platform couriers’. The difference between these

two types of workers lies in that the former are recruited and managed by local

agencies while the latter work directly for the platform. As the majority of food

delivery workers participating in Lei’s (2021) research are migrant workers without

urban Hukou, their background (poor education and previous factory worker) induces

them to care most about income and other work-related benefits like insurance are

deemed as secondary. Thus, Lei (2021) argues that it is the salary related issues that

result in workers’ grievance and only when the resolutions to these issues cannot be

provided adequately workers tend to participate in collective activities like strike.

As for workers who are recruited and managed by local agencies, they could ask for

help from their agencies when they encounter salary-related issues. Usually, the local

agencies assign them into groups and group leaders are selected as workers’ first

points of contact. Therefore, when grievance is produced, team leaders’ strategies for

resolving grievance can effectively prevent grievance from being developed into

protest. Moreover, the successful resolution of workers’ grievance is built upon the

mutual understanding that team leaders’ power of control is constrained by the

platforms so workers are aware that their leaders cannot completely solve their
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grievance. Once team leaders’ resolution relieves workers’ feeling of unfairness, their

grievances are not likely to proceed further. On the contrary, as for other workers who

work for platforms directly, they do not have direct personnel to seek help from, and

their grievance would be heightened by platforms’ indifference. Also, since these

workers do not have any physical workplace, they usually share their work

experiences online through WeChat. The online space can be especially useful for

cultivating workers’ solidarity and collective activities can be organized through the

WeChat discussion groups.

Liu and Friedman (2021: 84) explore the rationale behind workers’ resistance towards

platforms and they find that there are certain ‘sources of leverage’ held by workers to

negotiate with platforms and these sources of leverage are generally more influential

for workers who are managed by local agencies. Since the local agencies are usually

small in size, with each agency being responsible for a designated business circle -

workers’ strikes in local agencies would cause significant disruptions to their daily

operations. Moreover, these local agencies are under pressure from the platform to

maintain a good business record. As a result, the local agencies are sensitive to

workers’ grievance and once workers’ collective grievance is raised, the local

agencies are keen to compromise their profits to relieve workers’ grievance. On the

other hand, as for workers who work directly for platforms, Liu and Friedman (2021)

argue that their bargaining power is lower than workers from local agencies, because

there would not be any significant disruptions to the platforms if a certain proportion
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of workers refuse to work.

With the expansion of platform companies, both ride-hailing and food delivery

platforms have started to cooperate with third-party agencies to recruit and manage

workers. The distinctive characteristic of these third-party agencies is they are small

in size and are responsible for a certain number of workers within their assigned

geographical areas (Sun and Chen, 2021). The geographical coverage of these

dispersed agencies secures a sufficient labour pool for platform companies within

cities. With regard to the ride-hailing platforms, they have also started to outsource

recruitment and management of workers to third-party agencies, but different from

food delivery platforms, the agencies for ride-hailing platforms exert control on

drivers through rental or purchase of cars, which makes their relationships more

complicated and requires further exploration.

Workers’ response towards the platform architecture partly reflects their precarious

conditions, as they focus on meeting their basic needs and salary. As long as they can

get paid based on platforms’ calculation algorithms, their consent is produced and

their dependence on platforms is maintained. Continuing with the general trend of

platform workers’ unrest, it is likely that cases of protests and strikes will increase

especially during the period of the COVID-19 pandemic. With intensified state

intervention in the platform economy, the interlacing relationships between platform

control and workers’ resistance become more sophisticated, which requires further
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exploration.

2.5 Gap analysis

Based on the review of existing literature on China’s digital gig work, it can be found

that scholars in this field have thoroughly investigated the control mechanisms

adopted by ride-hailing platforms and food delivery platforms from the labour process

perspective. They have researched into the major ride hailing platforms like Uber and

Didi and food delivery platforms like Meituan and Ele.me and gained valuable

insights into the platform mediation into the labour process of gig work on these

platforms. Most of these studies were conducted in China’s first-tier cities like Beijing,

Shanghai and Guangzhou etc. They have also pointed out that the majority of gig

workers in these cities are migrant workers without urban Hukou, whereby residential

status denies their eligibility for social protection and amplifies these gig workers’

precarious situations. The advancement of digital economy in China’s first-tier cities

attracts scholars’ attention.

Nevertheless, some other contexts like second- to third-tier cities where the digital

economy is proliferating are neglected by existing scholars. These cities are different

from the ones that have been researched by existing scholars in terms of workers’

residential status, local market environment, government regulations etc. Thus, this

research aims to expand the geographical location of the research into digital gig work,

and this research has chosen a second-tier city, Harbin, as the research context.
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Moreover, this research accounts for a time when COVID-19 was widely spread in

China at the start of 2020. While the research on gig work under the COVID-19

pandemic is scant, this research takes the influence of COVID-19 pandemic on

platform companies and gig workers into consideration. Furthermore, since this

research draws upon China’ s ride-hailing giant, Didi, as the case study, the recent

governmental ban on Didi can be contextualised and taken into analysis (Cyberspace

Administration of China, 2021). The ban on Didi clearly reflects the intervention of

Chinese government on the digital economy and more specifically the labour process

of gig work in the ride-hailing industry. Therefore, this research further explores the

role of the state (i.e., central and local government) in mediating the labour process of

gig work in China. To conclude, this research aims to make three key contributions to

this field: firstly, expanding the geographical areas of research into gig work; secondly,

incorporating the recent development like COVID-19 pandemic and governmental

ban on Didi to gain latest insights into the platform mediation on digital gig work in

China; thirdly, comparing the research findings of digital gig work in the local context

of Harbin with existing literature in both western and Chinese contexts to examine

whether the factor of context makes a differences to the platform mediation on gig

work and workers’ response and how this factor makes such difference.

Based on the above analysis of the research gap in this field, this research aims to

draw upon LPT and politics of production to explore the mediation of online platform

to the labour process of gig work in the Chinese ride-hailing industry from the



81

perspectives of control and resistance. Also, due to the recent state intervention to the

ride-hailing industry, this research also incorporates the mediation of central and local

government to the labour process of gig work in the ride-hailing industry. To reflect

the up-to-date character of this research, some recent developments like the Didi ban

and the COVID-19 pandemic will be taken into consideration.

To conclude, this research has put forward the following research questions:

Main Research Question: How does the online platform mediate the labour process of

gig work in the ride-hailing industry in China?

Sub Question 1: In China, how does the online platform and local agency mediate the

process of control of gig work in the ride-hailing industry?

Sub Question 2: In China, how do gig workers on ride-hailing platforms collectively

respond and resist to the platform control?

Sub Question 3: How do Chinese central and local government authorities intervene

in the labour process of gig work in the ride-hailing industry and what are the

associated impact on workers?
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Chapter 3 Platform economy in China with a focus on Didi

3.1 Chapter overview

This chapter will depict the development of platform companies like Didi and the

associated institutional environment that influence their development in China. Didi

Global Inc., formerly known as Xiaoju Technology Co., Ltd., was founded in Beijing,

China and launched the Didi Dache app in 2012 (Didi, 2021). Through almost ten

years’ expansion in the online ride-hailing industry, Didi has grown into the biggest

online ride-hailing platform in China. In 2016, Didi has reached the milestone of

completing over 14 million orders in total per day (Didi, 2021). Didi has transformed

the traditional taxi industry and with the leadership of Didi in the online ride-hailing

industry, more and more online ride-hailing platforms enter this market, like Shouqi

Yueche, Caocao Zhuanche, and Gaode Dache etc. With the proliferation of these

platform-based companies, the Chinese government has formally stated its plan to

boost the development of platform economy and put forward a number of rules and

regulations on platform companies.

There are several factors contributing to the business success of Didi in China,

including huge customer base in the Chinese metropolitan areas, increasing customer

demand for ride-hailing services, and government support towards the newly

developed platform companies. However, it is noted that the recent government ban

on Didi has significantly changed its development route and even the competitive

environment of the online ride-hailing industry (Cyberspace Administration of China,
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2021). In order to analyse the institutional environment for the development of

platform companies in the online ride-hailing industry, especially Didi, this chapter is

structured as follows: firstly, this chapter will analyse the factors contributing to the

proliferation of online ride-hailing industry, including the increasing customer

demand for ride-hailing services and relevant government support. Then, this chapter

will move onto discussing the recent government ban on Didi and the rationale behind

such government intervention to the ride-hailing industry.

3.2 Increasing customer demand for online ride-hailing services

In China, especially in the metropolitan areas, the customer demand for ride-hailing

services keeps increasing, along with the market potential for profitability. The

primary reason behind the increasing customer demand for ride-hailing services is the

huge customer base in China’s big cities and the associated customer needs for

transportation. For example, according to the statistics from the Seventh China

Nationwide Population Census, the numbers of permanent residents in Beijing,

Shanghai, Tianjin and Chongqing are 21,893,095; 24,870,895; 13,866,009; and

32,054,159 respectively (National Bureau of Statistics, 2021). For administrative

purposes, the Chinese government has categorized all cities into different tiers,

ranging from first tier to fifth tier, and the bases of classification include the situation

of economic development, population size, economic radiation capacity etc. (Kai,

2022). The tier of a city reflects its overall economic and social development and

people tend to move towards first to second tier cities as they believe first to second
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tier cities have better resources for personal development (Yang et al., 2020).

Therefore, it can be observed that more and more youngsters choose to leave their

hometown and move to first to second tier cities to live and work. As for youngsters

who are in their early stage of professional life, they do not have enough money to

purchase cars. Instead, they rely on public transport for travel demand. These

youngsters constitute the biggest customer group for Didi platform in these big cities.

Didi’s expansion strategy in China is compatible with the population mobility towards

metropolitan areas. Specifically, when Didi was launched in Beijing in 2012, it firstly

entered the first-tier cities like Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Hangzhou, Shenzhen

etc. (Didi, 2021). Then, with the establishment and expansion of customer base in

these first-tier cities, Didi gradually entered other cities to enlarge its coverage of

service provision. The chosen city for this research is Harbin, the one that Didi

entered in the year of 2016. Harbin is classified as a second-tier city (TcCaiJing.com,

2021). Although it is less developed than first-tier cities, it attracts people from

surrounding areas to live and work there. Harbin is the capital city of Heilongjiang

Province, situated in the north-east part of China, and it has more than 10 million

people (National Bureau of Statistics, 2021). This large population base provides Didi

with sufficient users to flourish in Harbin. In addition to the large population base,

there is a seasonal increase in customer demand in Harbin due to its weather

conditions. Harbin is known as ‘Ice City’, which means that in winter, it is cold and

filled with ice and snow on the road. During the winter months, lasting from
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November to March, the temperature is typically of -15 to -30 degrees. Thus, in

Winter, the residents prefer to use ride-hailing services for transportations. Moreover,

Winter is the tourist season for Harbin. Harbin is holding annual International Ice and

Snow Festival and constructing the Ice and Snow World that contains numerous ice

and snow landscape and recreation facilities. Hence, there will be loads of tourists

coming to Harbin in winter for ice and snow, which further increases the customer

demand for ride-hailing services.

3.3 Government support for platform companies

The Chinese government supports platform companies like Didi because the

development of these companies is compatible with the Fourteenth Five-Year

National Economic and Social Development Plan (hereafter Fourteenth Five-Year

Plan). In March of 2021, the Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of

China put forward the Fourteenth Five-Year Plan for the period between 2021 and

2025 that clearly specifies the development directions for the economy and society

(Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China, 2021). More

importantly, this Five-Year Plan features the key areas of development that the central

government aims to prioritize. Based on these key areas of development, the central

government will allocate resources accordingly and provide necessary policy support.

According to the Fourteenth Five-Year Plan, Chinese government aims to develop the

new digital economy and formulate it into one of the constituent parts of the national
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economy (Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China, 2021).

Specifically, the development of digital economy utilizes the artificial intelligence,

big data, algorithms to contribute to the integration of digital technology and

traditional industries, the transformation and upgrade of traditional industries and the

emergence of new industries. The platform economy is categorized as the new

industry that can help transform and upgrade the traditional industry like the taxi

industry. Therefore, as a platform-based technology company that provides customers

with online ride-hailing services, Didi’s continuous expansion is favored by the

Chinese government.

Data acts as the most important element for the platform economy. The proliferation

of platform economy through utilizing artificial intelligence, big data and algorithms

is closely related to the collection and analysis of data. In 2020, the Communist Party

alongside the central government have officially published guidelines on the

allocation of socialist market economy and added data as the fifth factor of production

(Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China, 2020). Previously,

labour, land, capital, and technology are regarded by the Communist Party as the four

factors of production for the socialist market economy. These new guidelines

emphasize the importance of data and its contribution to the growth of the digital

economy. Specifically, the central government requires to cultivate the market for data

and encourages data sharing among different sectors (Central People’s Government of

the People’s Republic of China, 2020). Meanwhile, these guidelines also point out



87

that the relevant authorities are seeking ways of managing and regulating companies’

use of data (The Economist, 2021). Therefore, since platform companies use data as

the primary input to create surplus value, their development and proliferation are

supported by the government. More importantly, such development and proliferation

are monitored and controlled by the government authorities.

Another reason for government support is that the expansion of online ride-hailing

companies like Didi can help to satisfy people’s travel demand and relieve the traffic

pressure, especially in big cities where traffic congestion is a long-lasting issue.

Although the local government has discouraged the private car ownership by

decreasing the supply of license plates, the number of private cars keeps increasing

and the traffic is under increasing pressure, especially in first to two tier cities

(Industrial Information Network, 2021). The traffic pressure can be relieved through

the construction of public transport. However, the construction of public transport like

the metro is a long-term project, which takes several years to complete. During the

public transport construction, some parts of the roads are constrained, which further

intensifies the traffic congestion. In Harbin, only the first two lines of metro have

been completed for use and there are several other lines of metro under construction

(Harbin Metro, 2021). The construction of metro occupies some of the roads and

these roads become even busier than before. Facing with the increasing customer

demand and traffic pressure, the expansion of online ride-hailing platforms like Didi

can effectively meet the customers’ travel demand and the provision of hitch ride can
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make better use of traffic resources. Thus, the local government is in support of Didi’s

expansion due to its satisfaction of people’s travel demand.

In addition, the relative low entry requirements for registering to be a Didi driver offer

people with job opportunities, especially for people who do not have the proper

residency status in cities (i.e., Hukou). In China, people without the proper residency

status may find it difficult to get a formal job, they tend to be disadvantaged in the

labour market (Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China,

2021). However, Didi offers these people flexible job options. As long as they can get

a car and driving license, they can register to be a Didi driver (Didi, 2021). Thus, the

local government is in support of Didi due to its offer of job opportunities to the

public.

To sum up, the Chinese government supports the development and proliferation of

platform-based technology companies like Didi. As evident in 2020, the central

government officially added data as the fifth factor of production. In other words, the

central government has acknowledged the importance of data to the national economy.

Also, in 2021, the central government put forward the Fourteenth Five-Year Plan,

which clearly stated the plan for prioritizing developing platform-based technology

companies. Moreover, the online ride-hailing platforms offer people an option of

transportation and flexible job opportunities. All these factors contribute to the

government support for the proliferation of online ride-hailing industry in China.
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3.4 Didi ban

In July of 2021, the Cyberspace Administration of China (hereafter CAC) announced

that based on the investigation, Didi had been found to illegally collect and use users’

personal information (Cyberspace Administration of China, 2021). As a result, the

CAC has decided to remove Didi Chuxing app from all app stores and new users will

not be able to register with Didi. Just five days after the initial ban on Didi Chuxing

app, the CAC has further announced that all of Didi’s apps have been found to

illegally collect and use personal data, and all of 26 Didi’s apps were removed from

app stores (Cyberspace Administration of China, 2021). Although the case of CAC’s

ban on Didi is a recent development that has happened after the fieldwork,

nevertheless, this case is highly relevant to the proposed research questions and

clearly reflect the direct intervention of Chinese state on Didi platform. Moreover, the

case of CAC’s ban on Didi signals the Chinese government’s ambition to exert tighter

control on platform-based technology companies and soon after this, the Chinese

government is planning to enforce several new laws on regulating platform companies’

data collection and usage.

3.5 Government control on collection and usage of personal information

According to CAC’s announcement on removing Didi’s apps, CAC clearly states that

Didi is collecting excessive number of users’ personal information. In order to better

protect users’ personal information, CAC has enacted the Personal Information

Protection Law, which takes effect from the 1st of November 2021 (Cyberspace
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Administration of China, 2021). This new Personal Information Protection Law

governs the types of data that platform companies can collect and the usage and

storage of collected user data. In accordance with CAC’s view, this new Personal

Information Protection Law is consistent with the Cyber Security Law, which has

taken effect in the 1st May 2021 (Cyberspace Administration of China, 2021). As for

the Cyber Security Law, the CAC has stated that the platform operators are not

allowed to collect personal information that are not essential for their services

(Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China, 2021). Also, it is

illegal to deny users’ rights to use apps if users refuse to upload non-essential personal

information. As for the online ride-hailing platforms, the essential personal

information is defined as users’ mobile phone numbers, location information, track

progress and payment information (Central People’s Government of the People’s

Republic of China, 2021). Other categories of personal information are defined as

non-essential information. With the enforcement of Cyber Security Law, the personal

information that platform companies are allowed to collect is largely reduced.

The Personal Information Protection Law emphasizes the significance of sensitive

personal information for basic human rights and personal and property safety.

Specifically, the Personal Information Protection Law stipulates that people’s

whereabouts trajectory is categorized as one of the sensitive personal information

(Cyberspace Administration of China, 2021). Furthermore, the Personal Information

Protection Law requires the platform operators to gain informed consent from



91

individual persons before collecting sensitive personal information. It is obvious that

Didi acts as the leading online ride-hailing platform and is collecting numerous

people’s whereabouts trajectory information on a daily basis. Upon the enforcement

of Personal Information Protection Law, Didi’s autonomy of collecting and using

personal information is largely constrained.

Additionally, with the continuous expansion of platform companies, some of them

have already entered the overseas markets. In the chapter three of Personal

Information Protection Law, the clauses mention the situation when platform

operators need to move platform users’ personal information to overseas for business

purposes (The National People’s Congress of the People’s Republic of China, 2021).

The principal idea held by CAC is that platform operators should use and store their

collected personal information within China. However, as parts of their businesses,

platform operators may need to move their collected personal information overseas.

As for such situation, the Personal Information Protection Law regulates the

pre-requisites before moving personal information collected by platform operators to

overseas, which are passing the safety assessment organized by CAC; obtaining the

certificate for personal information protection issued by a professional association;

and signing a standard contract produced by CAC with the overseas information

receiver. Also, according to the Personal Information Protection Law, the platform

operators should inform the individual person details of the information movements

like the name of the overseas information receiver, their contact details, purposes of
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receiving information, and ways of processing personal information etc. to gain full

informed consent from individual persons. Moreover, apart from gaining consent

from individual persons, the chapter three of Personal Information Protection Law

clearly states that as for any personal information processing activities that may

endanger China’s national security and public interests, CAC reserves the right to put

these platform operators to the blacklist to constrain or ban their activities to moving

personal information overseas.

The chapter three further points out that as for platform companies who are providing

crucial information services, with huge user base and complex types of businesses

need to fulfill the following extra obligations: establishing complete personal

information protection institutional systems; setting up independent organisations, and

recruiting external members to monitor companies’ performance on users’ personal

information protection. Obviously, as the leading ride-hailing platform, Didi’s

business activities involve collecting, using, and storing numerous users’ location

information, social movements, contact details, payment information, and users’

preferences. Thus, Didi will be required to comply with these new rules and

regulations. The upcoming enforcement of Personal Information Protection Law will

strictly regulate platform companies’ business activities from the point when they

design algorithms to collect users’ personal information to their daily usage and

storage of these user data. Also, the chapter three of Personal Information Protection

Law directly intervenes large platform companies’ expansion to overseas markets
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with the aim of safeguarding national cyber security and protecting users’ personal

information.

3.6 Critical information infrastructure safety

On the 30th July 2021, the State Council of People’s Republic of China has signed a

decree for the Conservation Regulation for the Critical Information Infrastructure

Safety, which takes effect from 1st September 2021 (Central People’s Government of

the People’s Republic of China, 2021). In this decree, the critical information

infrastructure is defined as the network infrastructure and information systems that

can endanger national security, people’s livelihoods, and public interests when these

network infrastructure and information systems are under attack, non-functional, or

the associated data is leaked. Also, these network infrastructure and information

systems cover crucial sectors and areas like public communications, information

services, energy, transportation, water conservancy, finance, public services,

e-government, and defense-related science and technology for national security etc.

Specifically, the State Council of People’s Republic of China clearly states that the

aim of this decree is ensuring the safety of critical information infrastructure and

safeguarding China’s cyber security. This decree specifies the legal liabilities for the

operators of critical information infrastructure and monitor and control of those

operators by CAC. This decree is issued several days after the ban on Didi. Based on

the definition of critical information infrastructure, it can be inferred that this decree

applies to Didi as Didi is collecting users’ daily location information and their social



94

movements. With the expansion of Didi platform, its database of users’ location

information will become even bigger. The expansion of Didi’s database has caught

CAC’s attention especially after Didi decided to start its initial public offering (IPO)

in New York Stock Exchange (The Economist, 2021). Thus, considering Didi’s global

expansion strategy, the CAC noticed the potential threat Didi poses to China’s cyber

security. As a consequence, the CAC along with other government agencies

investigated the influence of Didi’s global expansion on China’s cyber security and

took precaution measures to ban Didi from expanding to overseas market.

3.7 The Communist party’s ambition on digital governance

The recent development of Personal Information Protection Law and decree for the

Conservation Regulation for the Critical Information Infrastructure Safety reflect

Communist Party and Chinese government’s plan for exerting tighter control on

platform-based technology companies. Following the case of Didi ban, several

government agencies have started to review the influence of Didi’s scale of operations

and collection of user data on China’s cyber security (Financial Times, 2021). During

previous years when technology sector was largely unregulated, some big

platform-based companies like Didi utilized that time to grow extraordinary fast and

soon became the industry leader. Through their leading positions, they are able to

exploit their market power and conduct a number of monopolistic behaviours, such as

integrating all of users’ shopping and payment options into one platform and prevent

users from switching to other platforms. Thus, when Didi’s expansion posed a threat
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to the national cyber security, the Chinese government directly intervened into Didi’s

business activities and blocked Didi’s expansion to overseas markets like the US. In

order to ensure the power stability of Communist Party especially in the cyber space,

the relevant government agencies have decided to enact several new laws with the

aim to strengthen monitoring and control on the growing technology sector so that the

critical information infrastructure is well protected. The government intervention

towards platform companies is not limited to the data collection and usage, with

president Xi Jinping’s vision of achieving common prosperity, the relevant

government agencies are issuing new guidelines on platform companies’ business

activities and their treatment on gig workers.

3.8 Government guidelines on achieving common prosperity

Common prosperity is the ultimate goal for the Communist Party and Chinese

government. It is defined as the widespread prosperity among general public that

eliminates polarization and poverty (The Economist, 2021). It is noted that common

prosperity is a long-term development, and the Communist Party and Chinese

government are pursuing common prosperity through a periodic plan. The current

priority for achieving common prosperity is lessening the gap between the rich and

poor. Continuing with previous Chinese leaders’ efforts to achieving common

prosperity, the President Xi Jinping further emphasizes the importance of common

prosperity. The idea of achieving common prosperity has appeared 65 times in Xi’s

public speeches or meetings (The Economist, 2021). With Xi’s general directions
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towards common prosperity, relevant government agencies will make necessary

changes to accelerate the route to achieve common prosperity. With regard to the

platform-based technology companies and especially the online ride-hailing platform

companies, the government has issued a number of policies and guidelines to

redistribute the wealth accumulated in this sector, with an emphasis on gig workers.

Due to the fact that the ride-hailing platform drivers are considered as low-income

workers without proper job security, their income totally depends on the number of

orders platforms allocate to them and the commission platforms deduct from each

order. Thus, the new guidelines seek to improve gig workers’ income and their

working conditions. Specifically, on the 9th September 2021, the Ministry of Transport

has issued policies on accelerating the compliance process of online ride-hailing

platforms. There are two key points from these policies, which are regulating

platforms’ pricing and decreasing the commission (Central People’s Government of

the People’s Republic of China, 2021). The Ministry of Transport has organized joint

hearings with 11 online ride-hailing platform companies and during the hearings, the

Ministry of Transport clearly required these platforms to improve their order

allocation algorithms to ensure drivers receive reasonable income and break time.

Also, the Ministry of Transport further required these platform companies to decrease

the proportion of commission from each order. The Ministry of Transport’s

requirement of decreasing commission is consistent with President Xi’s vision of

achieving common prosperity, as the commission is one of the main revenue streams

for ride-hailing platform companies, and the unreasonably high commission tends to



97

decrease drivers’ income. Thus, if the ride-hailing platform companies like Didi are

going to improve their order allocation algorithms and decrease the commission as

per Ministry of Transport’s requirements, the income gap could be lessened and thus

contribute towards the common prosperity.

In addition to improving drivers’ income, the Ministry of Transport has modified the

fines issued to drivers who do not have the operational license. In principle, an online

ride-hailing platform driver need two different kinds of license to drive on the road,

the first one is the license for the driver and the second one is the license for his/her

car that can prove his/her car’s eligibility to drive for commercial purposes (a.k.a.

operational license). Previously, if a driver has been caught to work without the

operational license, he/she would be fined for RMB 30,000 (approximately £ 3390)

per time. According to the new policy issued by the Ministry of Transport, if a driver

is being caught to work without the operational license, he/she will be fined between

RMB 3,000 (approximately £ 339) and RMB 10,000 (approximately £ 1130) per time

(CNR News, 2021). If a driver has been caught to work without the license for

himself/herself, he/she will be fined between RMB 200 (approximately £ 22.6) and

RMB 2,000 (approximately £ 226) per time. Compared with the previous amounts of

the fine, this new policy has significantly decreased the fine for drivers. In accordance

with the Ministry of Transport’s view, such changes consider the severity of different

cases and the affordability for different drivers. Moreover, due to the development of

the online ride-hailing industry, more and more ride-hailing platforms enter the
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market. In response, the policy regulates that as for ride-hailing platform companies

who do not have the business license, they will be fined between RMB 10,000

(approximately £ 1130) and RMB 30,000 (approximately £ 3390) per time. The

regulation on the fines for ride-hailing platform companies remained unchanged.

Another key measure taken by the Ministry of Transport for accelerating the

compliance process of online ride-hailing platforms is the establishment of

information exchange platform for the online ride-hailing platform companies (21st

Century Economic Report, 2021). This platform is used for supervising and

administrating information about online ride-hailing platform companies and their

user information. The Ministry of Transport requires all online ride-hailing platform

companies to upload their drivers’ information monthly. Based on the information

uploaded to this information exchange platform, the Ministry of Transport will

circulate the key statistics of 36 central cities. These statistics will include the number

of online ride-hailing platform companies, the number of registered drivers and cars,

and the number of drivers and cars who have got the license. The aim of circulating

these monthly figures is encouraging all online ride-hailing platform companies to

report their numbers and increase the actual numbers of cars with the operational

license and discouraging platform companies to allocate orders to drivers without the

operational license. This information platform is open to the public, so the passengers

can easily check the cars they hail by typing the car license number into that

information platform.
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In accordance with the statistics published by the Ministry of Transport, by the end of

July 2021, the ride-hailing platform companies have covered more than 300 cities in

China, and there are 241 registered online ride-hailing platform companies with an

approximate daily order number of 20 million (Central People’s Government of the

People’s Republic of China, 2021). It is noted that Didi has reached the daily order

number of 10 million in 2016 (Didi, 2021). Furthermore, by the end of August 2021

after launching the information exchange platform, the number of drivers who have

obtained the license has increased by 170,000 and the number of cars that have

obtained the operational license has increased by 115,000. According to the Ministry

of Transport, all figures relating to online ride-hailing platforms have positively

increased and with the introduction of the information exchange platform, the whole

supervision and monitoring process became more transparent. Thus, it can be found

that following the case of Didi ban, the whole online ride-hailing industry is

experiencing tighter control under the Chinese government agencies.

3.9 Chapter summary

To sum up, the business success of Didi in China can be attributed to some extent to

the increasing customer demand and huge customer base in China’s metropolitan

areas. Also, due to the fact that the platform companies like Didi is compatible with

the Fourteenth Five-Year Plan and the Communist Party’s ambition to develop the

emerging digital economy, both Chinese government and Communist Party support

Didi’s expansion. However, as can be seen from the recent case of CAC’s ban on Didi,
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when Didi has planned to expand its scale of operations to overseas markets, the

Communist Party decided to assess the influence of Didi’s overseas expansion

strategy on China’s data security. As a result, all Didi’s apps have been removed from

app stores before the completion of governmental assessment on Didi. Meanwhile, the

Chinese government has enacted several new laws on data usage and protection,

which significantly change platform companies’ operations through data.

The abovementioned actions taken by the Chinese government have shown that

China’s strategy for digital governance is completely top-down, just like what

Griffiths (2019) depict as the ‘Beijing Paternal Internet’. Under such governance

structure, the Communist Party makes most decisions for the cyber citizens. In other

words, the Communist Party restricts people’s options in the cyberspace, with the aim

of enhancing its absolute governance in the cyberspace. The governance enacted by

the Chinese government and Communist Party can even control the future

development of China’s Internet. However, Segal (2003) notices that once the

Communist Party releases its decisions for the Internet, it is the local authorities that

implement, monitor, and regulate those decisions. Due to the differences in

institutional and societal configurations at the local level, there exist significant policy

variations and Internet development trajectories within China. Thus, when it comes to

the technologies, data, and the Internet, we should not understand them as purely

technical, but socio-technical systems that are shaped by geopolitical actors (O’Hara

and Hall, 2021). In China, the Communist Party and central government (i.e., the state)
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is especially significant in influencing the operations and development of the Internet.

While China’s digital governance has largely influenced the operations and

development of the Internet and associated enterprises, the Communist Party and

Chinese government have also considered the interests of workers involved in the

Internet. Similar to the Internet governance structure, the local authorities are

responsible for implementing the policies to protect workers’ interests based on the

guidelines from the central government. As argued by Lee (2007: 10), China’s

political and economic decentralization have resulted in a ‘decentralized legal

authoritarianism’, the political environment in which labour conditions are dependent

upon the local state capacity, local business environment, the relations between

central and local state, and other localized factors. Hence, when implementing the

policies from the central state, the local state has to incorporate the local situations

and make adjustments accordingly. The differences in the localized regulatory labour

regime and variations in policy implementation for workers have resulted in different

patterns of labour activism within China (Lee, 2007; Hurst and Hurst, 2009). The

regional variations of China’s labour regime make the context for this research an

atypical case, and further details will be provided in the following chapters.

In sum, it can be argued that the Chinese government and the Communist Party have

the capacity for direct intervention on the platform companies like Didi. The Chinese

government and Communist Party aim to achieve both proliferation and control on
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the technology industry; Didi acts as the market leader in the online ride-hailing

industry is prioritized in this round of governmental monitoring and regulation (The

Economist, 2021). Although the government intervention aims at regulating platform

companies and protecting workers’ rights, such intervention changes platform

companies’ operations and workers’ working conditions. Therefore, this research has

incorporated the role of state to analyse its mediation to the labour process of gig

work in the online ride-hailing industry.
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Chapter 4 Methodology

4.1 Chapter overview

This chapter discusses the methodology and methods adopted in this research. Due to

the exploratory and subjective nature of the research questions, the methodology

adopted in that of an in-depth qualitative case study. The case study is of Didi, and it

consists of 32 semi-structured online interviews conducted through WeChat with Didi

drivers and Didi’s local staff in Harbin, the capital city of Heilongjiang Province in

northeast China. The fieldwork lasted from January 2020 to August 2020, and the

interviews were conducted from March 2020 to August 2020. Specifically, this

chapter firstly discusses the philosophical assumptions that underpin this research.

Then, this chapter moves onto discussing the research design and specific data

collection methods. Next, this chapter considers some practical issues during data

collection like accessing research participants. Moreover, since this research was

conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, this chapter continues with depicting the

social context of doing fieldwork during COVID-19 pandemic in China, and

specifically in Harbin. Finally, this chapter ends with discussing some ethical issues

such as gaining interviewees’ informed consent and potential limitations involved in

this research.

4.2 Research philosophy

According to Grix (2002), every social research starts from choosing an appropriate

ontological position, follows with associated epistemological and methodological
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positions. These three positionalities are seen by Grix (2002) as the basic components

of the research process. Ontology deals with the nature of the social reality, which

focuses on exploring questions like ‘what exists, what it looks like, what units make it

up and how these units interact with each other’ (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018; Grix,

2002: 177). As argued by Grix (2002), making ontological claims is making claims

about what we as researchers think constitutes the social reality. Thus, holding clear

ontological positions can help researchers identify what exact social reality exists in

the world that could be investigated. Generally, there are two ontological positions,

objectivism and constructivism (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Objectivism claims that

‘social phenomena and their meanings have an existence that is independent of social

actors’ (Bryman and Bell, 2011: 21). Alternatively, constructivism claims that ‘social

phenomena and their meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors’

(Bryman and Bell, 2011: 22). Based on these two definitions, it can be argued that

under objectivism the social phenomena in our daily life are existing in ways that are

separated from social actors, and social actors are not able to construct or reconstruct

these social phenomena. On the contrary, the social phenomena are deemed to be

produced and reproduced through social interactions under constructivism (Bryman

and Bell, 2011).

This research has explored how online platform and state mediate the labour process

of gig work in the ride-hailing industry in China from the perspectives of control and

workers’ resistance. There are different groups of social actors involved in this



105

research, namely online platform workers, platform company and the local

government authorities. These social actors are influencing each other through

different kinds of social interactions. For example, to regulate and control platform

workers’ working behaviours, the ride-hailing platform company like Didi has

introduced several control mechanisms through designing and updating platform

algorithms. In response to these control mechanisms, platform workers have

formulated their own strategies to maximize their personal income both individually

and collectively. Thus, constructivism was adopted for this research because the social

actors involved in this research are capable of producing and reproducing social

phenomena through social interactions they are involving in. In these processes, the

social actors cannot be seen as separate from the associated social phenomena and the

online platform acts as the place where these social interactions are being organized

and coming into existence. Therefore, adopting constructivism has helped the

researcher to recognise and understand the nature of the social reality involved in this

research.

Epistemology acts as another important philosophical position and refers to the ways

of enquiring into the nature of social reality (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). It deals

with the theory of knowledge, especially with regard to the methods and validation of

ways of gaining knowledge (Grix, 2002). Also, Grix (2002) notes that under

epistemological assumptions, the ways of gaining knowledge can be changed

constantly. Briefly, epistemological positions are about ‘how what is assumed to exist
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can be known’ (Grix, 2002: 177). Generally, there are two different positions to

epistemology, which are positivism and interpretivism (Bryman and Bell, 2011).

Positivism asserts ‘the application of methods of the natural sciences to the study of

social reality and beyond’ (Bryman and Bell, 2011: 15). On the contrary,

interpretivism assumes that ‘a strategy is required that respects the differences

between people and the objects of the natural sciences and therefore requires the

social scientists to grasp the subjective meaning of social action’ (Bryman and Bell,

2011: 17).

Based on these two definitions, it can be inferred that the differences between

positivism and interpretivism mainly lie in the purpose and method of knowledge

generation. Under positivism, the purpose of knowledge generation is to develop

repeatable hypotheses and allow for social laws to provide objective explanations to

accept or reject these hypotheses (Bryman and Bell, 2011). As for interpretivism, the

purpose of knowledge generation is providing an interpretive understanding of social

phenomenon within a specific context. Under interpretivism, the social reality is seen

as a subjective entity and is shaped or reshaped by people’s perceptions. Moreover,

the researcher tends to interact with what is being researched, which is fundamentally

different from the objective nature of positivism.

Based on the discussion above, the interpretivist position was adopted for this

research due to the subjective nature of the social reality involved in the research.
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Also, the researcher has played an important role in the whole research process since

it is during the researcher’s interactions (through interviews) with the research

participants that the interpretive understandings of the research objects like workers’

experiences under platform control and their responses towards platform control can

be generated. In this sense, the interpretivist position was deemed to be suitable for

this research. In sum, this research adopted a constructivist interpretivist position to

answer research questions.

4.3 Research methodology: qualitative inductive methodology

As mentioned before, the research process logically flows from choosing an

appropriate ontological position and epistemological position to methodological

position (Grix, 2002). Methodology is concerned with the logic that underpins the

research design; it can be understood as a combination of research techniques that are

used to enquire into the social phenomenon (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Grix, 2002).

The positivist position logically follows with a deductive approach while the

interpretivist position follows with an inductive approach. Since this research has

adopted an interpretivist position, this section focuses on introducing the inductive

methodological approach.

The inductive approach aims at ‘drawing generalizable inferences out of observations’

to develop new theories (Bryman and Bell, 2011: 13). Unlike deductive approach,

which aims to test existing theories or hypotheses; the theories usually come after the
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observations and research findings via inductive approach. Moreover, the inductive

approach can be conducted through qualitative research strategies that emphasize on

the use of words to understand, interpret and analyze the complex social phenomenon

(Collis and Hussey, 2014). Linking back to this research, it explored the mediation of

online platform and state on workers’ labour process from the perspectives of control

and workers’ resistance. Thus, it is obvious that those perspectives can be better

interpreted and explored using words instead of statistical data due to the subjective

nature of those perspectives. Also, the research questions cannot be simply quantified

as hypotheses to be tested but can be answered through qualitative inferences based

on gathered evidence. Specifically, the evidence that has been gathered from the

fieldwork includes Didi drivers’ work experiences, feelings, attitudes and actions

taken towards platform control mechanisms and government intervention. Thus, the

inductive qualitative research methodology was adopted as this methodological

position was the most appropriate one to answer research questions.

4.4 Research design: single case study design

After choosing the appropriate methodological position, this section moves onto

discussing the research design. According to Bryman and Bell (2011: 40), ‘a research

design provides a framework for the collection and analysis of data’. Thus, it is

essential to build up a robust research design before conducting the fieldwork.

Generally, there are five different types of research design, which are experimental

design, cross-sectional design, longitudinal design, single case study design and
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comparative case study design (Quinlan, 2011).

The single case study design was adopted for this research because the research

questions were addressed comprehensively and in certain depth through this kind of

research design. Specifically, a case can be understood as ‘a bounded situation or

system’, or ‘an entity with a purpose or functioning part’ (Bryman and Bell, 2011: 60).

A case study focuses on ‘the detailed and intensive analysis of a single case’, it allows

researchers to tackle ‘the complexity and particular nature of the case in question’

(Bryman and Bell, 2011: 59). The case study is one of the most popular and widely

used research design in business research due to its richness and depth of analysis on

the chosen case. However, some researchers question the generalizability of a single

case study, they suspect whether a single case can be representative enough to

generate findings that can be applied to other cases. Even for the same case that is

situated in different contexts, the research findings might be influenced by the

contextual factors. Nevertheless, Yin (2014) argues that the value of the case study

analysis lies in the uniqueness of the chosen case(s) and the depth of understanding of

its(their) dynamics and complexity. In other words, this research has generated some

unique insights of the mediation by online platform and local government authorities

to the Didi drivers’ labour process that are specific to the context of Harbin, although

some of the insights might be applicable to other cities within China.

The research questions require to explore the mediation of online platform and state to
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the labour process of gig work in China from the perspectives of control and workers’

resistance. The researcher answered these questions through an in-depth single case

study of Didi. In China, there are several online ride-hailing platforms with Didi

holding the leading position, and Didi officially purchased Uber in of 2016, which

means that Didi is the Chinese version of Uber (Hern, 2016). Currently, both Didi and

Uber acts as the biggest online ride-hailing platforms in their respective countries

(Didi, 2019; Uber, 2019), which means that Didi can be regarded as a typical case of

ride-hailing platform in China. Specifically, the typicality of Didi lies in its scale of

operations, number of registered drivers, and diversity of management practices via

platform algorithms. Also, based on the literature review of online platform gig work,

the existing research tends to focus on the platform mediation towards gig work in the

national contexts of western countries like UK. As for the online ride-hailing industry,

the researchers from western countries prefer to use Uber as their case studies. In

recent years, although there are researchers looking into the gig work in developing

countries like China, the existing research outcomes are still limited compared with

western literature. Thus, the country of China acts as an atypical context compared

with western countries that are covered in the existing literature. The atypicality of

China focuses on the mediation of the state to gig work labour process and social

characteristics of gig workers including their sources of income, employability, and

family background. Such mediation is exaggerated when this research encounters the

COVID-19 pandemic, because the ride-hailing industry is significantly influenced by

the COVID-19 related restrictions set up by the Chinese government. Moreover, due
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to the different development stage of Didi in different cities and local conditions, the

Harbin is regarded as an atypical city for the researcher to explore Didi. As for the

development stage of Didi in Harbin, it is noted that Didi entered Harbin four years

after its establishment. In this stage, Didi has to consolidate its user base for further

expansion. Moreover, due to the social identity of Didi drivers in Harbin as local

citizens and the geographical positions in the northeast of China, the mediation of

online platform and the state to the gig work labour process tends to differ from other

first-tier cities like Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou. Their social identities plus the

weather and road conditions constitute a unque working environment for Didi drivers

in Harbin, which will be discussed in detail in the following chapters.

To conclude, the reason for choosing Didi as the case study is that it is an appropriate

and representative case for examining the mediation of online platform and state to

gig work from the labour process perspective in Chinese context. Also, researching

into Didi has allowed the researcher to link the collected data with the existing

literature on online platform gig work in the contexts of both western countries and

China, which helps to fill in the gap of existing literature. Moreover, since Didi

platform has operated for several years from establishment, continuous expansion to

becoming the market leader in China, it has made adjustments on its platform

operations to suit the market landscape of Chinese context. The in-depth case study of

Didi helped the researcher to generate new insights that are specific to the Chinese

context to answer the research questions. Thus, the case study design of Didi in China
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has been proved to be appropriate for answering research questions.

4.5 Research method: online semi-structured interviews

4.5.1 Semi-structured interviews

Research method refers to the specific instruments and techniques for collecting data

within the research design (Liamputtong, 2013). Since this research has conducted a

single case study of Didi in Harbin, in order to produce an in-depth inductive analysis

to the research questions using this case study, the researcher decided to adopt

interviews for data collection. Generally, there are three types of interviews based on

the degree of structure, which are structured interviews, semi-structured interviews,

and unstructured interviews (King et al., 2019). As for this research, semi-structured

interview was adopted for collecting data as it was the most appropriate type of

interview for collecting desired data especially in relation to Didi drivers and Didi

staff’s detailed work experiences, views and attitudes towards the three key themes at

the centre of this research project: platform control, workers’ resistance, and

government intervention.

According to Qu and Dumay (2011: 246), semi-structured interviews involve

‘prepared questioning guided by identified themes in a consistent and systematic

manner interposed with probes designed to elicit more elaborate responses’. Based on

Qu and Dumay’s (2011) view, it can be argued that the degree of the structure of

semi-structured interviews allows the pre-identified themes to be questioned but also
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retains certain autonomy for interviewees to reflect on these themes and questions,

which can collect thoughtful responses for addressing the research questions. To

gather the intended responses through semi-structured interviews, it is important to

design appropriate interview guides, which can direct the interview conversation

towards the themes and issues that the interviewer aims to learn (Qu and Dumay,

2011). The semi-structured interview is deemed to be a popular research instrument

due to its flexibility and convenience for both interviewers and interviewees (Kvale,

2007). However, to conduct the semi-structured interviews smoothly and effectively,

it requires the interviewers to ask questions that are comprehensible to interviewees

and to be sensitive and adaptative to the ways interviewees understand and perceive

those questions.

In total, the researcher conducted 32 semi-structured interviews with Didi drivers and

staff from Didi company in Harbin from March 2020 to August 2020. The

semi-structured interviews helped the researcher to collect their experiences, views,

and attitudes towards three pre-defined themes through the format of open

conversation. These three themes include Didi drivers’ experiences on various kinds

of platform control mechanisms, actions taken by Didi drivers in response to the

platform control mechanisms, and the intervention by the local government

authorities. Under these pre-defined themes, the researcher has further categorized

several sub-themes to guide interviewees’ responses. For example, regarding the

theme of platform control mechanisms, the researcher probed Didi drivers about their
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order allocation, working hours, bonus, attendance for training, time for breaks,

communication with passengers etc. Then, Didi drivers were asked to discuss freely

under these themes. Based on their response, the researcher adjusted his pace and

contents of questioning to elicit more elaborate data. Conducting interviews in this

way are especially suitable for Didi drivers because they are generally less educated

and have limited experiences in participating in interviews. Holding open

conversations about those themes allowed Didi drivers to recall and comment on their

work experiences freely and flexibly. Moreover, the reason for choosing Harbin to

conduct interviews is that Harbin is located in the northeast part of China, which is a

geographical area that has not been investigated yet by existing scholars. The city of

Harbin is full of uniqueness due to Didi’s stage of development in there, government

intervention and weather conditions. Thus, conducting interviews in Harbin allowed

the researcher to collect new data about the mediation of online platform and state to

the labour process of gig work, which ultimately helped the researcher generate new

findings to fill in the gap in this field. Also, Harbin is the researcher’s hometown, and

this has allowed the researcher to utilize his personal networks in Harbin to access

Didi drivers and staff.

The rationale for choosing Didi drivers and staff as main interviewees is that both

groups are main players within the labour process of gig work. As for Didi drivers,

they are seen as a kind of ‘live experiencers’ of the mediation of online platform and

state to gig work as they are using Didi app and under government monitoring to
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complete each ride to earn money. Thus, Didi drivers’ viewpoints towards interview

questions have generated valuable data for answering research questions regarding the

platform control and their responses towards such control, both individually and

collectively. Furthermore, although staff in Didi company are not directly controlling

drivers, they are the persons ‘behind’ the platform. They hold different viewpoints

towards platform control compared with drivers. In other words, interviewing staff in

Didi company has helped to increase the diversity of data and provide different

perspectives for the researcher to analyse the research questions. In addition, due to

the unique national institutional environment in China, the influence of the

government cannot be overlooked, especially in Harbin where the Local

Transportation Department is in the process of regulating this industry. Thus, drawing

on relevant Chinese government policies and legislations documents helped to answer

the research question on the mediation of state to the labour process of gig work. In

sum, the researcher has chosen Didi drivers and staff in Didi company as interviewees

and collected relevant government documents to provide some rich data to answer

research questions.

4.5.2 Digital methods: online interviews throughWeChat

Digital research refers to research that is conducted through digital tools (Carrigan,

2019). These digital tools can be used to collect and analyse data. Due to the influence

of Corona Virus Disease 2019 (hereafter COVID-19) outbreak starting from January

2020 in Harbin, the face-to-face contact with interviewees were impossible during the
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period of fieldwork, and the semi-structured interviews were changed to be conducted

online. Generally, the online interviews are categorized into synchronous and

asynchronous interviews (O’connor et al., 2008). The synchronous interviews are

conducted in real time with interviewees while asynchronous interviews are helpful

when interviewees are in different time zones. Conducting online interviews is both

time and cost effective, and the recording and storage of interview data become easier

compared with physical face-to-face interviews. Also, conducting online interview

allows both interviewers and interviewees to participate in places where they are

comfortable with, which can help to increase the quality of interview data.

Furthermore, online interviews are especially helpful for using a snowballing

approach to access participants. This research used snowballing approach to access

Didi drivers and staff in Didi company with the help of researcher’s personal

networks. Nevertheless, although online interviews are effective in terms of time and

costs, the online environment poses challenges to researchers to establish rapport with

participants, especially when researchers are totally new to interviewees (Ruppert et

al., 2013). In this sense, personal networks can help to overcome the difficulties of

establishing rapport online. Therefore, conducting online interviews were suitable for

the researcher during the COVID-19 pandemic, but he had to utilize his personal

networks to build up rapport with interviewees to ensure the quality of interview data.

4.5.3 Gaining access through digital tools

According to Peticca-Harris et al. (2016), gaining access to research participants
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during the fieldwork is not only the key to the feasibility of research but is crucial to

the success of research. The issue of access in the fieldwork is not only about gaining

access; in practice, it also involves maintaining access throughout the fieldwork and

building up relationships with research participants (Okumus et al., 2007). In terms of

accessing Didi drivers in Harbin, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the researcher had

to rely on digital means as the face-to-face contact was totally impossible during that

time (the impact of the pandemic on the fieldwork is discussed in detail in the later

section called ‘Doing fieldwork during the COVID-19 pandemic’). As a consequence,

the researcher decided to utilize the social networking software WeChat to access Didi

drivers and maintain contact with them.

Nowadays in China, we tend to use WeChat to know new people, make friends and

keep in contact with others. WeChat offers a range of social networking functions like

text messaging, voice messaging, group messaging, video calls etc. (Tencent, 2019).

Due to the diverse functions offered by WeChat, some researchers have started to

adopt WeChat for collecting data. For example, Chen (2018) used WeChat to conduct

online surveys with taxi drivers in China to research into taxi drivers’ digital activism

on online platforms. Specifically, Chen’s choice of WeChat to collect data is based on

two reasons: there are a large amount of taxi drivers using WeChat and taxi drivers are

more willing to talk about sensitive topics like strikes and protests on social media

compared with face-to-face interviews. In other words, WeChat provided these taxi

drivers with safe and relaxing environment especially when the interviews involved
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sensitive topics. Also, Weller (2017) argues that Internet technologies can help to

ensure participants’ long-term engagement through keeping in contact with them on

the Internet and use of Internet technologies can be augmentative to face-to-face

interviews.

Based on the researcher’s observations, Didi drivers indeed spent a significant amount

of time chatting on WeChat while driving everyday. They chat with other drivers or

friends about their work and life. There are several WeChat groups with up to 500

Didi drivers. Moreover, due to the COVID-19 pandemic and local lockdown

restrictions, most of the Didi drivers in Harbin had to stay at home and cease driving.

Although all people in Harbin were living under pressure from the COVID-19

pandemic, staying at home somehow prolonged people’s time spent on mobile phones.

During the busy daily driving, Didi drivers may not have such sufficient time to spend

on socializing with others through WeChat. Therefore, WeChat can be especially

helpful for accessing and keeping contact with Didi drivers, and the COVID-19

pandemic in Harbin provided the researcher with opportunities to access and chat

with them for longer time.

With regard to the procedures for accessing Didi drivers, through the researcher’s

personal networks, he first accessed some experienced Didi drivers with personal

contacts of other Didi drivers. These experienced drivers then recommended the

researcher to other drivers and helped him to connect with other drivers simply
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through sharing their WeChat accounts or adding the researcher to several WeChat

groups with Didi drivers. With the recommendations of initial Didi drivers, accessing

other drivers became easier and these other drivers perceived the researcher as a

reliable person to talk freely with. Without initial Didi drivers’ (gatekeepers)

recommendations, other drivers may suspect the researcher’s intention as the

interviews involve drivers’ working experiences and personal views towards their

work and the Didi company, which are perceived by drivers as extreme sensitive

topics. Nevertheless, with personal networks, the researcher started chatting with

drivers recommended by gatekeepers informally on WeChat and ask if they would

like to participate in his interviews. Alternatively, the researcher sent out messages

during lunch or dinner time (when Didi drivers are most likely to use WeChat) on

group chats of Didi drivers to ask for research participants. In a nutshell, WeChat

acted as the platform for researcher to access and conduct interviews with Didi drivers

while personal networks eased and accelerated the researcher’s access to the field.

Considering the influence of COVID-19 pandemic, conducting interviews through

WeChat was the only feasible and safe option for both Didi drivers and the researcher.

Using WeChat allowed Didi drivers to participate in interviews in a relaxing way and

in the environment that drivers feel safe and comfortable with (Murthy, 2008). This in

turn helped the researcher to elicit elaborate responses from drivers. Also, WeChat

interviews made access to more detailed data easier as drivers could send pictures and

screenshots as supporting data to the researcher through WeChat. Moreover, WeChat
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interviews were time and resource-efficient compared with face-to-face interviews,

especially under the condition when the research was significantly delayed due to the

COVID-19 pandemic. After the completion of interviews, WeChat also acted as the

means for researcher to maintain contact with Didi drivers. During the interviews, the

researcher had found that some of Didi drivers were not able to recall all their past

experiences and some drivers shared other relevant information and viewpoints with

the researcher after the completion of interviews through WeChat. Also, the researcher

was able to ask Didi drivers about their recent experiences and changes on Didi

platform through WeChat. However, using WeChat to conduct interviews limited the

interpersonal interactions between the researcher and drivers, which ultimately

decreased the richness of data. Moreover, some drivers easily dropped out of

interviews through ending WeChat calls and disappeared through deleting contacts.

Thus, establishing and maintaining rapport with drivers in the virtual environment via

WeChat became quite important for the researcher.

In terms of accessing staff from Didi company in Harbin, the researcher continuously

utilized his personal networks and sought support from his relatives and friends. The

researcher originally planned to conduct interviews with Didi staff after completing

interviews with Didi drivers. Therefore, the researcher asked some of drivers to

recommend him some contacts of Didi staff in Harbin. Also, with the improvements

of COVID-19 situations and easing of local lockdown restrictions, the researcher

could find out the contact details of Didi company on its official website and send out
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an exploratory letter through email to express his interests in conducting interviews in

Didi. Once receive the reply from Didi company, the researcher could come to visit

the Didi office in Harbin to gain further access. However, the original plan for

accessing Didi staff was disrupted by the new wave of COVID-19 pandemic in

Harbin, and the researcher was able to contact and interview only one Didi staff.

Additionally, the researcher had originally planned to interview a number of relevant

government representatives that monitor and regulate platform companies like Didi.

However, due to the researcher’s lack of personal networks with government

representatives and significant difficulties in accessing government representatives,

the researcher decided to mainly draw on relevant documents, such as government

policies and legislations, and adopted the document analysis method to explore the

mediation of state to the labour process of gig work in the online ride-hailing industry.

Also, during the interviews with Didi drivers, the researcher had asked them about

their personal experiences and views on government intervention to the ride-hailing

industry in Harbin, which supplemented the document analysis of government

policies and legislations.

Once he had accessed the drivers, the researcher spent considerable time and effort

maintaining this access and building up relationships with the drivers to elicit the

desired responses from them. Cunliffe and Alcadipani (2016) categorize the

relationship between researcher and research participant into instrumental,
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transactional, and relational forms. The relational form of relationship is deemed to be

ideal for this research, which is characterized by integrity, trust, and mutuality.

Building this kind of relationship can stimulate the interviewees to express their

genuine thoughts to the interview questions and even disclose some ‘hidden facts’ that

researchers cannot access without such kind of relationship (Cunliffe and Alcadipani,

2016). Since the researcher did not know about those Didi drivers before, to build up

this kind of relationships, the researcher had to firstly chat casually with them about

their work and life on WeChat to get to know each other before formal interviews.

Also, the researcher found that as for drivers that were not accessed through personal

networks, they initially suspected that the researcher was a member of Didi staff sent

by the company to scrutinise their work. As a consequence, two drivers rejected

researcher’s request for interviews. When suspicious, Didi drivers were reluctant to

express their genuine experiences and thoughts, which decreased the quality of

collected data. Fortunately, this did not appear to be the case for those drivers that

were accessed through personal networks or recommended by other drivers, hence

allowing for in-depth data collection.

Since most of the drivers were staying at home during the COVID-19 pandemic, the

researcher could increase the frequency of ‘WeChatting’ with drivers to establish

rapport. Moreover, the researcher started the interviews with sharing his personal

experiences such as experiences for using Didi app as a passenger and some common

interests during the ride. More importantly, during such relationship building process,
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the researcher was able to identify if the drivers had the specific knowledge to

participate in interviews. Once identified as potential interviewees, the researcher

communicated the purpose of the research and relevant expectations to the drivers to

see if the drivers were willing to participate in interviews. Once gaining informed

consent from drivers to participate in interviews, the researcher further asked for

drivers’ permission to record the interviews for data analysis purpose. However,

considering the background of Didi drivers, the researcher had to adopt the language

and vocabulary that are comprehensible to them so that they really understood what

they were asking for to elicit ideal responses. For example, the researcher used a

number of dialects from northeast China when communicating with drivers. However,

the process of gaining and maintaining access involved dealing with complex social

situations, which required the researcher to be sensitive and reflexive to the ethical

dilemmas encountered during the interview process.

4.6 Doing fieldwork during COVID-19 pandemic

It is noted that this research was conducted during the first and second wave of

COVID-19 pandemic (between January 2020 and August 2020) in Harbin, the capital

city of Heilongjiang Province. This section depicts the social context when the

researcher was conducting his fieldwork during the COVID-19 pandemic. In a

nutshell, the COVID-19 pandemic had resulted in the fieldwork being changed from

face-to-face interviews to online interviews and the associated access and contact with

interviewees being largely reduced. However, through continuous negotiation with
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Didi drivers on WeChat, the rapport with these drivers had been built up virtually and

the planned interviews were completed.

The original plan for fieldwork was scheduled for 6 months in duration, starting from

January 2020 to June 2020. However, when the researcher was preparing to gain

access to interviewees, the COVID-19 pandemic had totally disrupted the planned

fieldwork and the fieldwork was ceased at the start of first wave of COVID-19

pandemic (January 2020) in Harbin. The COVID-19 was discovered in Wuhan, the

capital city of Hubei Province in China. Although Harbin is geographically distant

from Wuhan, the Chinese government was not aware of the rapid transmission of this

novel virus at that time, and the COVID-19 has soon spread to other cities in China,

including Harbin. After that, the Chinese central government had decided to strictly

control the transmission of this novel virus, and all of the local governments in China

had taken extreme tight restrictions to control the transmission of this virus.

At the beginning of the lockdown period for the first wave of COVID-19 pandemic in

Harbin, the local government put forward several COVID-19 related rules and

regulations to regulate citizens’ behaviors and minimize their social contacts. Firstly,

all unnecessary public space like shopping centers, restaurants and cinemas etc. had

been closed during the lockdown period. And even for supermarkets and some

outdoor public space, the local government had sent enforcement officers to control

the capacity within those public space. Moreover, within the residence zones that are
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not gated, the government used barriers to close these areas to avoid unnecessary

going out. In addition to these measurements, the local Center for Disease Control

(CDC) introduced the special QR code that was integrated into WeChat to record

people’s movements. This means that all people’s movements were recorded in public

space even in a park. The aim of introducing this special QR code is identifying

physical contacts in public space with infected people and controlling those physical

contacts when being identified.

Since the Chinese government started to take actions after the first wave of

COVID-19 was spread in China, all Chinese citizens had experienced a period of

social pressure and anxiety. During that time period, the operations of all kinds of

public transportation were ceased. Going outside for a walk was monitored, not to say

going to some distant areas. The CDC controlled all infected people into hospitals,

and they categorized all people who had physically contacted with infected people

into close contacts and secondary close contacts. Both close contacts and secondary

close contacts were controlled in designated quarantine areas for at least 14 days, and

there were policemen at the quarantine areas regulating the orders. With time went by,

more and more close contacts had been found out by the local CDC and for the rest of

citizens living in the same building with those contacts, they were ordered to

self-isolate in their homes and the buildings were shut down for 14 days. At the

beginning of self-isolation, the staff from local CDC found that some residents

sneaked out of their homes. To monitor residents who were self-isolating, the local
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CDC used drones for inspection, and this was reported by the local news media. As

for the rest of citizens, the local government urged them to stay at home and go out

only for emergency reasons and buy daily essentials. Under such situations, the

researcher had to stay at home for the unforeseeable future and the COVID-19

situations had resulted in a high level of anxiety for the researcher to complete the

planned fieldwork.

Moreover, the government put forward a number of COVID-19 related regulations,

specifying that all citizens should report their movements and contacts with others

when asked by enforcement officers and concealing social movements and physical

contacts are at the risk of breaking laws. Once CDC staff had figured out the social

movements and contacts of infected people and their associated contacts, this

information was to be published through news media and all people who had

frequented those places needed to report to the CDC and self-isolate at homes. The

daily report of social movements of infected people and their associated contacts

created a sense of social pressure as all people were worried if they had physically

contacted with those infected. Moreover, to increase people’s awareness of reporting

social contacts honestly, the government used banners and outdoor broadcast and

other sources of news media to remind people of reporting social contacts to CDC.

Under such situations, the face-to-face interviews with Didi drivers were totally

impossible. Consequently, the original plan of face-to-face interviews had been

changed to online interviews through WeChat.
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After the first wave of COVID-19 pandemic in Harbin, the transmission had been

basically controlled and people’s life had gradually gone back to normal, and the local

restrictions had been eased. However, the local government still urged people to

reduce their movements. Also, people in Harbin remained vigilant to the COVID-19

and the social gatherings were significantly reduced than before. Nevertheless, during

the final stage of fieldwork (August 2020), when the researcher was planning to

conduct face-to-face interviews with drivers and staff from Didi company in Harbin,

the second wave of COVID-19 had started to spread in Harbin. In response to this

wave of COVID-19 pandemic, the local government took tighter restrictions to

minimize social movements. Since this second wave of COVID-19 pandemic was

spread only in a few cities in China (including Harbin), the central government

ordered the local government in Harbin to prevent the spread of COVID-19 in Harbin

to other cities. Therefore, the local government had again ceased all kinds of public

transportation to reduce social movements and other kinds of previous restrictions

remained in place. Moreover, the local government had issued temporary COVID-19

ID card that showed the living areas of ID holders to restrict local citizens’

movements. Specifically, only one member per family was allowed to go outside for

no more than two hours for every three days, and each go out was recorded through

the temporary ID card to ensure compliance with the local restrictions. Therefore, the

researcher’s plan to resume face-to-face interviews had been ceased again and all

interviews were conducted online through WeChat.
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Under such situations, people’s social movements had been further reduced compared

with the first wave of local COVID-19 pandemic in Harbin. Moreover, the local

government put forward even more COVID-19 related regulations that clearly specify

the punishments of breaking the local restrictions. To cut off the route of transmission,

the local government had decided to offer two mass testing for all people in Harbin

during the second wave of COVID-19 pandemic. During the mass testing period

(August 2020), all people were urged to stay at home and avoid all unnecessary going

out. After the mass testing period, all possible infected people and their associated

contacts had been found out and with the decreased number of infected people, the

local restrictions had been gradually eased. To conclude, the COVID-19 pandemic

had resulted in the fieldwork being changed from face-to-face interviews to online

interviews. Under the local restrictions and social pressure, the process of negotiating

access and the time used for completing fieldwork had been made extremely arduous.

4.7 Data analysis

After conducting the interviews, the researcher transcribed the collected data using

NVivo. The transcription of data aimed to translate the interview recordings into word

documents for further analysis. Also, since Didi drivers used Chinese northeast

dialects quite often during interviews and there were several repetitions and unclear

expressions, the data transcription helped to change those dialects into more formal

expressions and remove repetitions and adjust unclear expressions. Upon the

completion of data transcription, the transcribed data was coded based on the themes
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extracted from the research questions for further analysis. These themes are platform

control, drivers’ responses, intervention by local government authorities and other

codes that are relevant to the research questions. Under each theme, the researcher

identified several codes and sub-codes based on interview transcriptions (For details,

see Appendix 3). These codes were identified through comparing drivers’ responses

towards different interview questions and then figuring out similar viewpoints

mentioned by drivers. In this way made the codes being representative enough to

elicit emerging patterns from drivers’ responses towards interview questions. Then,

the researcher was able to link relevant literature and theories to conduct further

in-depth analysis.

With regard to the data analysis, this research adopted Vaughan’s (1992) theory

elaboration (Ragin, 1992). The theory elaboration is a method for refining existing

theories through qualitative case studies. It uses theories as the guiding notions for

analysing data while simultaneously pays attention to idiosyncratic details from these

data. Such idiosyncratic details may reveal or contradict with the theoretical notions,

which form the basis for reassessing and refining the existing theories. The main

reason for choosing theory elaboration as the data analysis technique is this method

allows the researcher to elaborate and explain the labour process theory and politics of

production through the case study of Didi in Harbin. Moreover, such elaboration fully

specifies the labour processes of Didi drivers and the labour regime mediated by the

online platform and Chinese state in the case context, which help to constitute the key
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contributions of this research.

According to Vaughan (1992), theory elaboration usually starts with using a particular

theory to analyse the case. During the process of data analysis, the guiding theoretical

notions are re-examined with reference to the research findings. As a consequence,

the findings may confirm or contradict the theoretical notions, and the idiosyncratic

details from the data may add new insights and more fully specify the theoretical

notions in the context of chosen case study. Based on these steps, it can be found that

theory elaboration represents a particular way of analysing case studies. Since this

research chooses a typical ride-hailing platform, Didi, as the case study to explore the

mediation of online platform to the labour process of gig work. Thus, the researcher

has analysed Didi drivers’ labour processes from the conventional labour process

perspectives of control and resistance. However, the atypical context including the

city of Harbin, COVID-19 pandemic, and government ban on Didi amplify the

mediation of the state to Didi drivers’ labour processes, thereby new theoretical

insights are generated through incorporating the factor of state to refine the labour

process theory and politics of production. Thus, the theory elaboration is deemed as

an appropriate method for analysing the research data to answer the proposed research

questions and contribute to the gig work literature.

4.8 Ethical considerations

In accordance with Israel’s (2015) view, ethical issues could occur in every aspect of a
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research, and the researchers have the obligation to ensure there is no potential harm

to research participants. Fundamentally, the researcher needs to ensure the research

participants have total freedom to participate or withdraw from the research (Hewitt,

2007). Thus, before conducting the interviews with Didi drivers and staff, informed

consent needs to be gained and expectations along with intended outcomes of the

research need to be communicated to the interviewees clearly. However, as argued by

Cunliffe and Alcadipani (2016), the consent to participate in the research may not

mean ‘informed’ consent because researchers may mislead their research participants

by not making their motives transparent intentionally or unintentionally to gain

consent. Thus, researchers need to dare to question the moral elements of our

intentions and actions to ensure integrity as researchers. In this way can the trust

between researcher and research participants be maintained. As for this research, the

challenge to gaining informed consent from Didi drivers lied in communicating the

purposes and main themes covered in interviews to them. Considering the educational

background of Didi drivers, the researcher used Chinese northeast dialects to

introduce and explain this research to drivers. Also, the researcher used examples to

depict a vivid picture of this research to drivers so that they got comprehensive

understandings of this research to show consent.

Another ethical consideration is respecting and protecting participants’ privacy and

confidentiality, which requires the researcher to hold the collected data in anonymized

forms and keep all collected data confidentially till the completion of the research
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(Kaiser, 2009). In this research, all participants were fully anonymized and no

identifiable information was disclosed. Based on the University of Bristol Research

Data Protection Policy (2021), the anonymized data was securely stored in the

university protected OneDrive till the completion of this research and saved for future

reference. During the interviews, the researcher noticed that some drivers

unintentionally disclosed some of their personal information, which increased the

risks of participants’ privacy and confidentiality. In response, during the data

transcription process, the researcher categorized these personal information. As for

the information that was irrelevant to research questions like drivers’ addresses, the

researcher deleted these information. As for other personal information that were

relevant to this research, the researcher paid attention to anonymising them and

removing any identifiable information. For example, even for a nickname used on

WeChat, the researcher had removed them and replaced with other unidentifiable

symbols.

4.9 Research limitations

Due to the time and resource constraints, this research had encountered several

limitations. Since this research only involved a single case, although the case of Didi

can be seen as a representative case of online ride-hailing platform to be examined, it

still raised the issue of generalization of the research findings to other cases and

contexts. If possible, further research is needed to examine the operations of digital

gig work on other platforms in similar or different industries or the mediation effect of
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the state on the operations of digital gig work in other countries. Also, since the

researcher accessed Didi drivers and Didi staff mainly through personal networks and

recommendations by Didi drivers, which was a random selection process constrained

by the researcher’s own personal networks. Hence, it was somehow time and resource

consuming for the researcher to find out suitable interviewees and gain fully informed

consent to conduct interviews. Moreover, the time and resource constraints had

limited the sample size of this research, because the interviews had to be conducted

within the time frame and available resources (mainly personal networks). This

further weakened the generalization of the research findings to other contexts.

Additionally, due to the influence of COVID-19 pandemic in Harbin, the original plan

of face-to-face interviews was changed into online interviews and the associated

access and contact with interviewees were largely reduced. Conducting interviews

online decreases the richness of data due to lacking body language and facial

expressions, which otherwise should be collected as part of the data. Finally, as

mentioned before, the complex social situations of the interviews involve the

researcher into some ethical issues, which has been discussed in the ethical

considerations section.



134

Chapter 5 Findings

5.1 Chapter overview

This chapter aims to present the data that the researcher has collected from interviews

with 31 Didi drivers and 1 member of staff from a local company that manages Didi

Premier drivers in Harbin. Since this research has explored the mediation of online

platform and state to the labour process of gig work in the online ride-hailing industry,

this chapter is organized into the following sections to include the key themes in this

research: firstly, it will discuss findings about the Didi’s platform control, which

includes the management practices adopted by Didi from the point when a driver

choose to register as a Didi driver to daily operations for each order allocated to Didi

drivers. Secondly, this chapter will move onto discussing Didi drivers’ response

towards platform control, which includes Didi drivers’ working practices, strategies

developed by Didi drivers to resist platform control and some collective activities

organized by Didi drivers. Thirdly, this chapter will discuss the findings regarding the

local government authority’s intervention towards online ride-hailing industry,

especially Didi platform, focusing on the issue of operational license and construction

of urban road conditions. Moreover, this chapter will discuss some other findings that

are relevant to the research questions.

Didi Chuxing (short for ‘Didi’) is a global ride-hailing platform company that offers a

wide range of app-based services like private car-hailing, taxi-hailing and ridesharing

services (Didi, 2021). According to Didi (2021), it aims to provide drivers with



135

flexible work and income opportunities and create better ride-hailing experiences for

passengers. However, since Didi entered different cities at different times, the

development status for Didi in different cities tends to be localized. Also, due to

differences in local government authorities’ intervention towards online ride-hailing

industry, the operations of Didi platform are designed differently across different

cities. The context for this research is Harbin, which is the capital city of Heilongjiang

Province, situated in the northeast part of China. Didi has entered Harbin in 2016; and

it is expanding its scale of operations year by year.

Basically, Didi provides four types of online ride-hailing services, which are Didi

Express, Didi Youxiang, Didi Premier and Didi Hitch. Didi Express is the most

popular ride-hailing service on Didi platform because it is an economic option for

passengers. Didi Youxiang is a similar ride-hailing service to Didi Express with

slightly higher prices and service standards. Didi Premier is the superior ride-hailing

service offered by Didi with professional drivers and high-end vehicles. Didi Hitch is

suitable for drivers and passengers who share similar routes to destinations. Didi

Hitch drivers often work part-time, and they tend to utilize their commute between

work and home for ride-hailing. The drivers that the researcher has interviewed

consist of 18 Didi Express drivers, 11 Didi Youxiang drivers, 1 Didi Premier driver

and 1 Didi Hitch driver. The table below demonstrates the basic information of all

Didi drivers that the researcher has interviewed.
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Number Age Caring Responsibilities Seniority Service Type License Car Installment Working Hours Daily Income

1 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after Almost 5 years Didi Express No No More than 12 hours 300-400RMB on average
2 50+ Need to pay for parents' medical fees About 3 years Didi Youxiang No No, has cleared his

installments More than 10 hours More than 300 RMB

3 34 No About 1 year Didi Hitch No Yes Drived for Didi when commuting to
workplace 60RMB on average

4 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after Almost 2 years Didi Express No Yes 13-14 hours on average About 300RMB
5 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after 4 years Didi Youxiang No Yes 13-15 hours on average More than 300 RMB
6 50+ Need to pay for parents' medical fees Almost 3 years Didi Express No Yes 12 hours on average 300-400RMB on average
7 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after Almost 3 years Didi Express No Yes 13-14 hours on average 300-400RMB on average
8 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after Almost 2 years Didi Express No Yes 12 hours on average About 300RMB
9 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after Almost 1 year Didi Express No Yes More than 10 hours Almost 300RMB
10 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after Almost 3 years Didi Express No Yes 12 hours on average About 300RMB
11 50+ Need to pay for parents' medical fees Less than 2

years Didi Express No Yes 12-14 hours on average 300-400RMB on average
12 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after 5 years Didi Express No No Not fixed Not fixed

13 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after More than 3
years Didi Youxiang Yes Yes, purchased from a local

ride-hailing company 13-15 hours on average 300-500RMB on average

14 40-50 Have old parents to look after Almost half a
year Didi Express No No 12 hours on average About 300RMB

15 40-50 N/A 2016-2017, 1
year Didi Express No Yes 12 hours on average, depending on

orders 300-500RMB on average

16 40-50 Sick mother to look after More than 2
years Didi Express No Yes More than 12 hours More than 300 RMB

17 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after About half a
year Didi Express No No 10-12 hours on average About 300RMB

18 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after More than 3
years Didi Youxiang Yes Yes, but only has a few

months' left to pay More than 12 hours More than 300 RMB

19 50+ Need to pay for parents' medical fees About 3 years Didi Youxiang No Yes 12 hours on average About 300RMB

20 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after Almost 5 years Didi Youxiang Yes No, own a car 10-12 hours, sometimes even more than
14 hours 400RMB on average

21 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after About 3 years Didi Express No Yes 13 hours on average 300BMB on average
22 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after About 3 years Didi Youxiang No Yes 12-13 hours on average 300-500RMB on average

23 31 No Almost 1 year Didi Express No Yes Drive when finishing other works and
on weekends

Depending on working
hours

24 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after About 3 years Didi Youxiang Yes Yes, purchased from a local
ride-hailing company 12-14 hours on average About 400RMB

25 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after More than 4
years Didi Youxiang No Yes, but only has a few

months' left to pay More than 12 hours More than 300 RMB

26 30+ Have child to look after About 2 years Didi Premier Yes Yes, purchased from a local
ride-hailing company About 10 hours More than 300 RMB

27 30+ Have child to look after 2 years and 1
month Didi Youxiang Yes Yes, purchased from a local

ride-hailing company 12-15 hours on average 400-500RMB on average

28 40-50 No, now travelling across China Several years Didi Express No No Not fixed Not fixed

29 30+ Have young child to look after About 2 years Didi Youxiang Yes Yes, purchased from a local
ride-hailing company Almost 15 hours 400-500RMB on average

30 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after More than 3
years Didi Express No No More than 10 hours 300RMB on average

31 40-50 Have child and old parents to look after More than 4
years Didi Express No Yes, but only has a few

months' left to pay 13-15 hours on average 400-500RMB on average

Table 1 Overview of Didi drivers
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As can be seen from the table, there are 24 drivers working full-time and 4 drivers

working part-time, 1 driver have switched to another ride-hailing platform, 1 driver

has started his own business and 1 driver is now working as a factory worker due to

the influence of COVID-19 pandemic. Among these drivers, 30 are male and the Didi

Hitch driver is female. 22 drivers age between 40 to 50 and 5 drivers age between 30

to 40, and 4 drivers are older than 50. The youngest driver that I have interviewed is

31 years old and the oldest is almost 60 years old. Only 2 drivers are single and the

rest of them are all married. One thing worth mentioning is those married drivers all

have children and old parents to look after, so they are in urgent need of stable sources

of income to support their families. In addition, only 7 drivers are working with the

operational license and 22 drivers have monthly car instalments to pay. As for these

drivers’ seniority on Didi, the majority of them have worked for Didi for 2 to 3 years,

and the oldest drivers have worked for Didi for almost 5 years. Based on interviews

with drivers who have worked for Didi for almost 5 years, they have experienced

increasingly tight control exerted by Didi platform due to enlarged user base and

increasing market competition. The following section moves onto discussing various

platform control mechanisms exerted by Didi.

5.2 Didi platform control

With the continuous expansion of Didi platform in Harbin, Didi has incorporated

different mechanisms of control into its app for drivers. For instance, below is a

screenshot for Didi driver’s app that is provided by the first interviewee. As can be
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seen from the screenshot, Didi has incorporated its key functions including the

‘Fuwufen’, performance ranking, order history, daily income, bonus, hot spots on the

map, appeal and complain etc. to the home page of driver’s app. In a nutshell, Didi’s

platform control can be characterized by variety and fragmentation because it has

covered almost all aspects of drivers’ work and even the time when drivers need to

take a break. According to Interviewee 1 who has worked for Didi for almost 5 years,

he feels that his every step after sitting in the car has been specified by the Didi app.

This reflects the completeness of Didi’s control on drivers. The discussion on Didi’s

platform control starts from the entry requirements to register as a Didi driver to daily

operations to each order allocated to Didi drivers in Harbin.

Figure 1: A screenshot for Didi’s driver’s app
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Source: Provided by Interviewee 1, Didi Express driver, worked for Didi for 3 years.

5.2.1 Entry requirements

As mentioned before, there are four types of Didi drivers in Harbin, providing

different types of ride-hailing services. These are Didi Express, Didi Youxiang, Didi

Hitch and Didi Premier drivers. Basically, the entry requirements to become a Didi

Express driver are lower than other types of Didi drivers, and Didi Premier has the

highest entry requirements, because Didi Express is the economic ride-hailing

services and Didi Premier is the premium ride-hailing services with highest service

standards. In order to become a Didi Express driver in Harbin, the driver will need a

car, a driving license and a no criminal record. However, to become a Didi Premier

driver, the driver also needs to be younger than 40, have a level B car, prepare a suit

and Bluetooth headset, and pass the training and entrance exam. The difference in

entry requirements between Didi Express and Didi Youxiang is the car configuration.

The requirement on car configuration for Didi Youxiang is higher than Didi Express,

which means that drivers need to own or purchase more expensive cars to become a

Youxiang driver.

The majority of drivers that I have interviewed are Didi Express drivers, the relative

low entry requirements for Didi Express make most of drivers perceive it as a flexible

work option and choose to register as Didi Express drivers. One driver that I have

interviewed expresses that:
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I have got a cheap car and I can’t find any other suitable jobs for myself […] I’m

old and low skilled, but I can drive! So, I choose to work as a Didi Express driver

because as long as I have a car, no matter how cheap it is, I can register as a Didi

Express driver. (Interviewee 6, Didi Express driver, worked for Didi for almost 3

years)

However, a Didi Youxiang driver told me that he did not get a car, so he chose to

purchase a car that satisfied the configuration requirements for Didi Youxiang from a

local online car-hailing company, although he needed to pay more fees for his car.

Also, the Didi Premier driver stated that almost all Didi Premier drivers in Harbin

purchased their cars from local online car-hailing companies and got managed by

them. They have to pay monthly car instalments plus management fees to the local

online car-hailing companies. Also, to maintain their operational license, they have

annual license fees to pay. As a result, due to the differences in entry requirements, the

Didi Youxiang and Didi Premier drivers are using more expensive cars with higher

configurations to work, but the positive side for them is they all have the operational

licenses to work, the relevance of which will be discussed later.

5.2.2 ‘Fuwufen’

‘Fuwufen’ (服务分) is a mark that represents the overall performance of drivers on

Didi platform within certain time periods. All Didi drivers’ performance are evaluated

and ranked against Fuwufen. Didi utilizes Fuwufen as one of the most important
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measurements to allocate orders and categorize drivers into different levels. The

general performance indicators of Fuwufen include working hours, number of orders

completed per day and month, drivers’ seniority and customer ratings and evaluations.

Fuwufen can be decreased or increased, depending on drivers’ performance. One

thing worth mentioning is that low customer ratings and customer complaints can

result in a direct decrease in Fuwufen, although this is subject to Didi’s investigation

and judgement. Also, Fuwufen is re-evaluated on a monthly basis. As for Didi drivers,

they care most about Fuwufen because the score of Fuwufen can influence the order

allocation, which ultimately influence their daily income. Thus, full-time Didi drivers

who rely on Didi for livings endeavor to maintain and increase their Fuwufen so that

they can receive orders continuously.

Typically, to achieve a high Fuwufen, drivers need to work almost every day for a

month except for dealing with family emergency. For each working day, drivers need

to ensure their Didi account is active for more than 10 hours to receive and complete

orders, conditioning that there is no customer complaint and low customer rating.

Almost all drivers that the researcher has interviewed express their concern about

Fuwufen. Specifically, the Interviewee 19’s argument of ‘Fuwufen comes first,

because for us, Fuwufen means orders’ shows the relevance between Fuwufen and

drivers’ income (Interviewee 19, Didi Express driver, worked for Didi for about 3

years). Some drivers have experienced decrease in Fuwufen due to low customer

ratings and customer complaints. After the decrease in Fuwufen, the Interviewee 29
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told me that ‘it took almost one month’s hard work to regain my decreased Fuwufen,

and I could clearly feel the influence of decrease in Fuwufen on the orders Didi

allocated to me especially during off-peak hours’ (Interviewee 29, Didi Youxiang

driver, worked for Didi for about 2 years). In sum, drivers care about their Fuwufen

because it can influence the orders Didi allocates to them, and the issue of order

allocation is to be discussed in the next section.

5.2.3 Allocation of orders

Didi utilizes algorithms to allocate orders. Based on the interviews with drivers, it can

be argued that the mechanisms for order allocation are differentiated between peak

hours and off-peak hours during the day. Due to the fact that Harbin is the capital city

of Heilongjiang Province with more living population than other cities. Based on

relevant statistics, Harbin has approximately 9.885 million living population till 2021

(Harbin Municipal People’s Government, 2022). Thus, there is a huge demand for

ride-hailing services especially during peak hours of the day. Also, in the central city

zone in Harbin, passengers always find it hard to hail a car during peak hours. Didi is

aware of this issue and in order to meet high customer demand during peak hours,

Didi is allocating orders based on the geographical distances between drivers and

passengers, despite drivers’ Fuwufen. In case when there aren’t any available drivers

for passengers nearby, Didi will allocate these orders to distant drivers as Didi’s

priority during peak hours is getting all orders allocated as soon as it receives the

orders so that all passengers’ needs for ride-hailing services can be satisfied. However,
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when it comes to off-peak hours, there tend to be fewer orders than available drivers,

and Didi is prioritizing allocating orders to drivers with higher Fuwufen. Moreover,

when Didi allocates orders to drivers, drivers have the options of either accepting or

rejecting the orders. However, most drivers have indicated that they won’t reject

orders because rejecting orders will negatively influence their Fuwufen and any future

order allocation.

As discussed before, the usefulness of Fuwufen for drivers’ order allocation can be

observed only during off-peak hours. Nevertheless, one Didi Youxiang driver states

that:

The peak hours usually start from 7am to 9am and from 4pm to 6pm

during daytime. Although I can receive orders continuously during peak

hours, the traffic jam significantly prolongs the time for me to complete

each order, […], so I can’t complete as much orders as I expect during

peak hours. […] After peak hours, the number of orders decrease

significantly, and Didi is allocating orders based on our Fuwufen. Thus,

our income from off-peak hours mainly depends on Fuwufen, and peak

hours only last for 4 hours per day, the majority of our working time is

off-peak hours. That’s why we care about Fuwufen so much.

(Interviewee 5, Didi Youxiang driver, worked for Didi for 4 years)

The above statements show the differences of order allocation and customer demand
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between peak hours and off-peak hours. Furthermore, there is a long-lasting dispute

regarding order allocation among different types of Didi drivers, which will be

discussed in more detail later on the section of operational licenses.

5.2.4 Bonus

Didi has set up a mechanism for offering bonus to drivers on a daily basis. The bonus

can be divided into two categories, the first kind of bonus is for completing certain

number of orders during peak hours and the second one is for completing certain

number of orders for the whole day. The exact number of orders to be completed for

getting the bonus is uncertain since Didi is personalizing its offer of bonus based on

drivers’ performance and their order completion records. At the beginning of drivers’

working day, Didi will announce its offer of bonus to each driver through the app. For

instance, a Didi Youxiang driver told me that he can be awarded 4RMB (£ 0.44)

bonus for completing 3 orders, 6RMB (£ 0.66) bonus for completing 4 orders and

8RMB (£ 0.88) bonus for completing 6 orders respectively. For Didi Express drivers,

in addition to the bonus for peak hours, they can also get about 30-40RMB

(£ 3.31-4.42) bonus for completing 28 orders per day. The bonus Didi offers to drivers

for peak hours equals to the income for completing 1 order, and the bonus for the

whole day equals to the income for completing 3-4 orders on average.

Didi’s offer of bonus operates as an incentive for drivers to complete more orders.

However, a number of drivers stated that it is becoming increasingly difficult for them
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to get the bonus. Typically, a Didi Express driver tells me that:

The bonus isn’t that attractive for me than in previous years, because

now it’s almost impossible for me to get the bonus for peak hours. Due

to the traffic congestion, it takes me almost one hour or more to

complete a short order, which normally should be completed in 30

minutes or even less. […] It’s just like a nightmare for me once I get

stuck in a congested road, I can do nothing but wait. […] To get the

bonus for the whole day, I need to work until I feel totally exhausted,

otherwise, I cannot complete that number of orders required by Didi. I

don’t want to sacrifice my body to get that little bonus. (Interviewee 30,

Didi Express driver, worked for Didi for more than 3 years)

The above statement demonstrates the decreased attractiveness of bonus to drivers

due to increasing difficulties to get the bonus. However, another Didi Express driver

argued that “I know it’s quite difficult to get the bonus nowadays due to the traffic

congestion, but I need to make as much money as I can so I will try my best to get the

bonus no matter how difficult it is.” The bonus Didi offers to drivers is challenging,

and drivers have formed different attitudes towards the bonus. However, as long as

drivers’ income can increase, the bonus can still incentivize them to complete more

orders especially for drivers who are in urgent need of money to support their families,

which are beneficial for Didi in the long run.

5.2.5 Training

Didi organizes regular compulsory training sessions for all Didi drivers. The
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attendance is recorded, and no-show will prevent drivers from receiving future orders.

Generally, drivers will be told to attend training sessions once they complete 900

orders through notification on the app and via SMS. Based on an estimate of

Interviewee 1, as for a full-time Didi driver, completing 900 orders normally takes

one month and a half (Interviewee 1, Didi Express driver, worked for Didi for almost

5 years). The contents of these training sessions are mainly about ensuring service

quality and driving safety. Also, drivers with low Fuwufen will be required to attend

these training sessions. Drivers who are found to break the rules of Didi platform will

also be required to attend these training sessions. For example, if a driver has been

found to reject orders for several times, or a driver has been found to do the private

transactions with passengers, or a driver has been found speeding, or a driver has been

found to quarrel with passengers, he/she will be required to attend training.

Each training session usually lasts for two hours, however, the venue for holding

these training sessions is far from the central city zone where drivers usually work at.

In addition, as there are administrative matters to take care of before and after the

training sessions, it takes a driver almost a whole morning to attend the training. One

driver states that:

Attending training sessions is a waste of time for me, I am an

experienced driver, I know what I should do and what shouldn’t, but I

cannot be absent from these training sessions otherwise Didi will

suspend my account until I come to attend the training. Attending
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training sessions for me is just like wasting a half day that can be used to

make money. (Interviewee 25, Didi Youxiang driver, worked for Didi for

more than 4 years)

Throughout the interviews, most of drivers have the same feeling towards training.

Although drivers think that the training is useless, the actions taken by Didi for

absence ensures the attendance of these training sessions. These training sessions act

as regulatory control to reiterate existing rules and introduce new rules set up by Didi

that all drivers need to follow.

5.2.6 Compulsory break

In response to the car accident by fatigue driving of Didi drivers, Didi has introduced

compulsory breaks for all Didi drivers during their working time (Sohu, 2020).

Specifically, drivers are required to take a break for 20 minutes for every 4 hours’

work. The 4 hours’ work refers here to the time needed to complete the orders and

excludes the waiting time for receiving orders and the time to reach passengers. If a

full-time driver starts working at 7 am, they are likely to be asked to take compulsory

break at around 1 pm on average, considering the extra time for completing orders

caused by traffic congestion. Drivers usually utilize their first compulsory break to

have a quick lunch. Some drivers told me that they aim to finish their lunch within the

first compulsory break so that they can make full use of their working time to make

money. However, within those 20 minutes, they need to find a place to purchase food

and a place for free parking. The average affordable price for lunch is around 10RMB
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(£1.1), so drivers tend to target the places that offers such kind of lunch.

Parking is a long-lasting issue for drivers to take the break, because finding free

parking place is increasingly difficult in Harbin and illegal parking will be fined

200RMB (£22.08) each time. Also, since it is uncertain where drivers are when they

are asked to take the compulsory break, drivers usually find parking place based on

their own experiences. One driver tells me that:

I don’t want to waste a minute outside the 20 minutes’ break, but it is

almost impossible for me, finding parking place and a food store will

take me more than 20 minutes. […] I don’t know where I am when being

asked to take break, what I can do is finding parking place and food store

as quick as I can. My budget for lunch is 10RMB (£1.1), otherwise it

will be too expensive for me. […] If I cannot find a free parking place, I

will just eat some bread in my car. I always prepare some bread and

biscuits in my car just in case there isn’t free parking space available

nearby. I can eat bread and biscuits while driving for orders, then I will

have more time to work! […] All in all, I can’t risk myself on parking, if

I get fined for illegal parking, I will feel like losing one day’s income.

(Interviewee 17, Didi Express driver, worked for Didi for about half a

year)

The above statement illustrates drivers’ intention on utilizing compulsory break that is

required by Didi. However, Didi’s intention on setting compulsory break is avoiding
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fatigue driving, and drivers aim to save more time for making money. As a

consequence, drivers’ utilization on compulsory break makes them even busier than

before.

5.2.7 Digital surveillance system

Didi adopts various digital surveillance techniques to monitor drivers. These digital

surveillance techniques include face swiping, GPS, video recording, Jushitong (桔视

通, audio recording), real time voice prompt on the app and alarm button installed on

steering wheel. The picture below depicts the working environment for a typical Didi

driver under Didi’s digital surveillance. Didi uses face swiping for identity

authentication before allocating orders to drivers on a daily basis, as asking for

someone else to drive on drivers’ behalf is strictly prohibited by Didi. All orders will

be recorded through Didi app at the point when passengers sit in cars till the

completion of orders. Jushitong is a surveillance camera to be installed in the car.

Installing Jushitong is optional, and there is a deposit of 599RMB (£66.12) to pay.

Both Jushitong and voice recording can record both drivers and passengers’

behaviours. Drivers can use these recordings as evidence to explain to Didi when

facing with customer complaints. Moreover, there is real time voice prompt to remind

drivers where to go and what to do during each order. There is an alarm button

beneath the steering wheel for emergency, this is optional and installed with Jushitong.

Didi acts as a technology company providing online ride-hailing services through its

app, and the use of digital surveillance techniques effectively monitors and controls
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drivers’ working behaviours. For instance, one driver told me that he would be careful

with his behaviours during each order as all of his words and behaviours would be

recorded by the camera.

Figure: Inside a Didi driver’s car

Source: Taken by the author with driver’s informed consent.

5.2.8 Suspension of drivers’ accounts

Suspending drivers’ account is one of the typical measures adopted by Didi to

regulate drivers’ working practices. Didi may suspend a driver’s account temporarily

or permanently after Didi’s investigation and judgement, depending on drivers’ cases.
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As for temporary suspension of driver’s account, this might happen because a driver

breaks the rules set up by Didi (as mentioned in the training section), and this

temporary suspension usually lasts for several days. Facing with Didi’s decision on

suspending drivers’ account, drivers have the right to give explanations and argue

against their suspensions. Specifically, drivers can explain about their situations to

Didi through Didi hotline or simply text to Didi on the app. After drivers’

explanations, Didi will come up with final decisions and notify drivers through phone

calls and SMS.

A driver who has experienced a temporary suspension shared with me that:

My account was suspended for a month due to quarrelling with a

passenger, but I felt really angry with that passenger. He was drunk when

requesting ride-hailing service, I don’t know why he started to talk dirty

with me when he was sitting in my car. […] I felt that he was going to hit

me so I can’t help quarrelling with him. I had explained what happened

to Didi, but Didi told me that as a service staff, I shouldn’t quarrel with

passengers for any reason and Didi decided to suspend my account for a

month. I ended up with losing one month’s income from Didi. I felt

really angry and helpless especially when Didi decided to suspend my

account. After that, I told myself that I had to endure silently, because I

need Didi for a living. (Interviewee 27, Didi Youxiang driver, worked for

Didi for about 2 years and 1 month)
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Drivers who work late sometimes or even more often receive orders from drunk

passengers. However, there is another driver who has met with a similar drunk

passenger, but he has developed a strategy to deal with drunk passengers. Specifically,

he told me that:

When I meet with drunk passengers who are going to talk and behave

rudely with me, I will just ignore their existence. My job is taking them

to the destinations, I don’t need to say anything with these passengers. If

they are going to hit me, I will just drive my car to a nearby police

station and ask policeman to deal with these cases. Then, I can report to

Didi and explain what happened to me and passengers. In this way, I

won’t break Didi’s rules and avoid suspending my account (Interviewee

29, Didi Youxiang driver, worked for Didi for about 2 years)

The above driver is able to deal with drunk passengers in calm and wisely. As for

drivers, suspension means totally losing source of income during the period of

suspension, however, experienced drivers have developed their own strategies to

respond to different situations.

5.3 Drivers’ responses

Since the vast majority of my interviewees are male, they act as breadwinners for

their families especially the ones who have both old parents and young children to

look after. Specifically, the Interviewee 27 states that “I am the male head of my

household, so I need to make enough money to support my family”, this statement
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reflects drivers’ responsibilities towards their families (Interviewee 27, Didi Youxiang

driver, worked for Didi for 2 years and 1 month). Similarly, the Interviewee 16 says

that “there are old and young at home, so I cannot stop driving”, which also reflects

drivers’ intention to make money for their parents and children (Interviewee 16, Didi

Express driver, worked for Didi for more than 2 years). With these beliefs in mind,

drivers have formulated strong desire to make more money. Therefore, faced with

platform control, drivers have nothing to do but obeying. As long as Didi can provide

drivers with source of income, drivers will be incentivized to work for Didi, no matter

how difficult and exhausting their work is. However, with the accumulation of drivers’

work experiences, they are no longer accepting Didi’s control passively. Instead, they

have developed their own strategies to maximize income. These strategies include

scrambling for orders, maintaining Fuwufen, negotiation with passengers and

exchanging information with other drivers through WeChat. Moreover, to safeguard

drivers’ rights, some drivers have organized a number of collective activities to make

their voice heard.

5.3.1 Scramble for orders

Along with waiting for orders to be allocated, Didi drivers are scrambling for orders

constantly, and experienced drivers have developed their own strategies to get ‘good

orders’ allocated and reduce idle time. As stated before, there is no need for drivers to

worry about orders during peak hours as there tends to be sufficient number of orders

for drivers. However, the peak hours during a day usually start from 7am to 9am and
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from 4pm to 6pm, which only constitute one third of drivers’ total daily working

hours. When it comes to off-peak hours, the number of orders decrease significantly,

and drivers will need to wait for orders being allocated. Some drivers told me that

there is bulk of time during off-peak hours that they are driving around while waiting

for orders being allocated. Instead of waiting for orders to be allocated, experienced

drivers can use their personal experiences to find places to get good orders. For

instance, Didi has its own map on the app and there are real time hotspots on the map

that shows the movements of active passengers. While drivers are waiting for orders

to be allocated, they may choose to drive to hotspot areas to increase the possibility of

receiving orders.

The accumulation of drivers’ personal experiences largely depends on drivers’

seniority, and drivers can also utilize their personal experiences to make judgements

on a series of work-related issues. For example, as for drivers who have sufficient

knowledge on Harbin’s road conditions, they are able to intentionally avoid driving on

congested roads to save time. However, one experienced driver tells me that:

Working as long as you can is always the best strategy to make money as

there isn’t an easy and time-efficient way to make money on Didi.

Harbin is a busy city with lots of traffic jam, plus the time for waiting for

orders and reaching passengers, you won’t get your target daily income

if you don’t work overtime, so just work as long as you can, then you are

more likely to get your target daily income. […] If my working day is
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full of ‘good orders’, I may need 12 hours to get my target income. On

the contrary, if I’m not lucky enough, I may need to work up to 15 hours

to get my target income. (Interviewee 7, Didi Express driver, worked for

Didi for almost 3 years)

Therefore, full-time Didi drivers who rely on Didi for income always have to work

overtime to maximize their income. Also, working overtime is beneficial for them in

several ways, they can complete more orders and earn more money. Also, it can help

to maintain their Fuwufen score to increase the possibility for receiving future orders

during off-peak hours.

5.3.2 Maintain Fuwufen

Since Didi allocates orders during off-peak hours based on Fuwufen, drivers who rely

on Didi for a living aim to maintain and increase Fuwufen to get more orders

allocated. First of all, to maintain Fuwufen, drivers need to strictly follow the rules set

up by Didi (i.e., consent to Didi’s control). Also, they need to ensure service quality to

avoid poor customer evaluations and complaints. Moreover, experienced drivers are

able to observe passengers and make overall judgements on passengers. Specifically,

if drivers get talkative passengers, they may choose to have a casual chat with them.

When drivers are in good conversations with passengers, drivers can utilize these

moments to hint passengers to give them a five-star rating. It is noted that asking for

good ratings in overt ways is not allowed by Didi, so experienced drivers tend to hint

passengers when appropriate. However, when drivers notice that passengers are not
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happy with them, they can take remedial actions to avoid the situations to get worse.

When an experienced driver shared his strategy for dealing with different types of

passengers, he said:

When passengers sit in my car, I will firstly greet with them and start my

drive. If passengers start to talk with me, I will reply to them and

continue the conversations. However, when I get silent passengers, I will

choose to be silent as well. This can be observed when I greet with

passengers. Silent passengers may be in bad mood, or they just don’t

want to talk with me, so I won’t annoy them. […] As for troublesome

and drunk passengers, I will just ignore them and drive them to the

destinations, if they give low ratings to me, I will then explain to Didi as

I don’t break any rules on Didi. (Interviewee 19, Didi Youxiang driver,

worked for Didi for about 3 years)

Drivers care about Fuwufen because it directly influences the order allocation and

their daily income, their strategies to deal with passengers are developed with a focus

on maintaining and increasing their Fuwufen.

5.3.3 Negotiation with passengers

Sometimes, drivers have to negotiate with passengers for several reasons. For instance,

drivers may choose to negotiate with passengers when receiving long-distance orders.

Long-distance orders are regarded by drivers as ‘bad orders’, because completing
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long-distance orders usually takes more time, and it is likely for drivers to take an

empty car back. Sometimes, long-distance orders to outer county areas have the road

toll to pay. Thus, long-distance orders can be costly to drivers, which are regarded as

‘bad orders’. When a driver talked about long-distance orders, he said that:

Long-distance orders are really annoying, it gives me nothing but

wasting my time that can be used to complete more orders.

Long-distance orders cost me significant higher gasoline fees and

sometimes I also need to pay the road toll. After calculations, I find that I

have made no money for completing long-distance orders for several

hours. (Interviewee 21, Didi Express driver, worked for Didi for about 3

years)

The above statement shows drivers’ discontent towards long-distance orders. When

drivers receive long-distance orders, they may firstly contact passengers to see if they

can use some excuses to persuade passengers to cancel these orders. If passengers

don’t want to cancel their orders, drivers may negotiate further with passengers and

ask passengers to pay drivers some more money as ‘empty-car charge’ for drivers’

return. In addition, when long-distance orders involve road toll to pay, drivers may

negotiate with passengers and ask them to pay drivers some more money to cover the

road toll. If passengers don’t want to pay extra money, drivers need to pay the road

toll by themselves. Facing with these extra costs, one driver told me:

Didi focuses on getting all orders allocated and doesn’t care about our
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situations. Didi doesn’t consider these extra costs so we can only cover

these extra costs in our own ways. When I persuade passengers to help

me cover these extra costs, some of them understand my situations and

are happy to cover these costs. […] However, other passengers do not

care about my situations just like Didi, so I can do nothing but accept

these extra costs as I don’t want to receive low ratings and complaints

after completing these long-distance orders. (Interviewee 22, Didi

Youxiang driver, worked for Didi for about 3 years)

Drivers’ priority on dealing with long-distance orders is avoiding low ratings and

complaints as decrease in Fuwufen due to low ratings and complaints can influence

their future order allocation. However, completing long-distance orders somehow

prolongs drivers’ total working time as they have to work even longer to complete

more orders to reach the target for bonus and maintain their order completion records.

5.3.4 Information exchange

The main channel of communication between drivers and Didi platform is the app.

However, such kind of communication is unilateral, and it is Didi’s decision on what

information to share with drivers. This has resulted in the information asymmetry that

prevents drivers from making fully informed decisions and puts them in

disadvantageous positions. As stated by a Didi Express driver:

What I am doing every day is following Didi’s instructions, I have no

choice but obeying. I don’t know what orders Didi will allocate me, I
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don’t know where I will drive to before receiving each order. […] I am

always waiting for the next order because I don’t when I will be

allocated the next order. Sometimes it’s very fast to get the next order,

sometimes it takes very long time. […] More importantly, I won’t reject

Didi’s orders and instructions because otherwise my Fuwufen will be

decreased. To be honest, my daily work will become much easier if I

know about the orders, passengers, road conditions etc. in advance.

(Interviewee 4, Didi Express driver, worked for Didi for almost 2 years)

Faced with the situation of information asymmetry, drivers have established their own

ways of information exchange through social media. The tool for exchanging

information is WeChat, one of the most popular social media in China. Almost all

drivers are WeChat users, and they are on WeChat almost all the time during their

work. Specifically, drivers usually exchange information through WeChat groups.

There are numerous WeChat groups for Didi drivers, a WeChat group have a capacity

of 500 people. WeChat groups can be differed in size, some drivers have set up

smaller WeChat groups with their driver friends, and they tend to be more active

within these smaller WeChat groups. They use these smaller WeChat groups for

exchanging information or casual chats. However, the bigger the WeChat group is, the

more information can be exchanged in the group. Also, there are some staff members

from Didi Harbin in these WeChat groups, and they sometimes post announcements

from Didi.
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Exchanging information among drivers can be helpful for their work, as based on the

information exchanged, drivers can take appropriate actions in advance or before their

income is impacted. As mentioned by a Didi Express driver:

WeChat is very helpful for our work, for example, other drivers can

share the congested roads in WeChat groups, if my orders involve these

congested roads, I can be informed and avoid getting stuck in these roads.

[…] During off-peak hours, some drivers who find out areas with

passengers can share these areas in WeChat groups, and I will drive to

these areas to increase the possibility of receiving orders. Moreover, I

think WeChat groups can be especially helpful for young Didi drivers, as

we often share our working experiences and the strategies that we have

developed in WeChat groups. Young drivers can learn from our working

experiences and strategies and develop their own working strategies.

(Interviewee 30, Didi Express driver, worked for Didi for more than 3

years)

Exchanging information through WeChat can somehow improve the situation of

information asymmetry, and experienced drivers have joined several WeChat groups

for exchanging more information. The establishment and expansion of WeChat groups

among drivers increase the sources of information for drivers.

5.3.5 Troublemaking

Didi has provided drivers with a hotline in case when drivers need help or support.
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Based on the interviews with Didi drivers, it can be found that drivers tend to phone

the hotline for issues regarding their Fuwufen and allocation of orders. However,

some drivers complain that the effectiveness of Didi hotline in solving their issues is

quite low. According to a Didi Express driver:

I feel Didi hotline is really perfunctory, Didi never values our opinions. I

phoned Didi before due to a customer complaint, I have explained my

case in detail to Didi and I don’t think it’s my fault, the passenger is

really rude. […] What the telephone operator said is that she has

recorded my case and relevant staff would investigate into my case and

get back to me with a final decision. Several days later, Didi got back to

me and told me that they thought it was my fault and I need to improve

my service quality for future orders. My Fuwufen was decreased due to

that complaint. (Interviewee 17, Didi Express driver, worked for Didi for

about half a year)

Sometimes, drivers are concerned about their order allocation, they think that some

orders are unfairly allocated. Also, there is a dispute between drivers who have the

operational license and without the operational license regarding order allocation.

Drivers who have the operational license have to pay higher fees, which include the

fees for cars with higher configurations, annual license fee, commercial car insurance,

and the annual car management fees. Therefore, they need more orders to cover the

high fees and they want Didi to prioritize them when allocating orders. In order to get

drivers’ concerns heard by Didi, they may firstly choose to talk to their team leaders.
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Didi has categorized all drivers into teams, and each team is assigned an experienced

driver as the team leader. However, since team leaders are also drivers who work for

Didi, they have limited power to solve drivers’ concerns, what they can do for most

situations is listening. Consequently, drivers think they do not have any appropriate

ways to express their concerns and Didi is indifferent to their situations.

In response to such situation, drivers have collectively organized several activities to

make their voice heard. These collective activities include visiting Didi office in

Harbin, going on strike and giving up their operational license. As mentioned before,

drivers’ primary concern focuses on their Fuwufen and orders. Only if their Fuwufen

and orders are influenced they may choose to collectively organize. A driver with the

operational license claims that:

I don’t want to participate in any of these activities because participation

will cost me a lot of time. For me, time means money. I don’t have any

effective means to express my concerns so I have to participate because I

cannot make enough money to cover the high fees and support my

family. […] Through WeChat groups, I found out other drivers who are

in similar situations with me, we finally decided to select a driver as a

representative to visit Didi office in Harbin and talk with the local

managers to express our concerns. The local office in Harbin is not big,

it’s quite easy for us to find the office and local manager. The local

manager received us and listened to our concerns, but we still haven’t
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seen any visible changes from Didi after that visit, although that manager

promised us to make some changes. […] (Interviewee 22, Didi Youxiang

driver, worked for Didi for about 3 years)

Once drivers realize that their visit to Didi office and talk with local manager is

useless, some of them have decided to make trouble to Didi through strike. For

instance, one of their strike activities is driving to a government building and using

their cars to surround that building to make the local authorities know about their

existence. They organized this activity through WeChat. Specifically, there are

WeChat groups for drivers who have the operational license, and some drivers inside

these WeChat groups volunteer to lead this collective activity. Then, these volunteer

drivers have created smaller WeChat groups for information sharing and discussing

details of the collective activities. After finalizing details of the collective activity,

they start to recruit other participants. One of the organizers for this activity told me

that approximately 200 drivers participated in this activity. More interestingly, he

states that:

Recruiting 200 drivers to participate is a huge success for us, as many of

the drivers think that such collective activity will not make a difference

to our current conditions but waste time. Drivers who agree to participate

also know that their participation will not make any difference, but they

still want to let local authorities know about our difficult situations.

(Interviewee 13, Didi Youxiang driver, worked for Didi for more than 3



164

years)

That collective activity lasts for almost one day and they choose a Monday since they

think government officials are more likely to present on Mondays. According to the

organizer, the outcome of the collective activity is that both government authorities

and Didi have aware of their activities but there are still not any noticeable changes to

their working conditions.

To conclude, the primary concern for drivers is allocation of orders that directly

influence their daily income. Since Didi is allocating orders to drivers through pre-set

algorithms despite whether they have operational license or not, drivers who work

with the operational license cannot earn more money to cover the higher costs

associated with their license. Since they do not have appropriate means to express

their concerns, they feel helpless and finally decide to organize collective activities to

make their voice heard by either Didi or local government authorities. Nevertheless,

as for drivers who participated in the strike, they were consuming their working time

for participation. Also, since they knew there would not be any visible changes for

their working conditions after the strike, they have to work even longer to compensate

for the time wasted in participating in strikes.

5.4 Government intervention

Since this research aims to explore the mediation of state to the labour process of gig

work in the online ride-hailing industry, this section will discuss the intervention of
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Local Transportation Department (hereafter LTD) on Didi Harbin. The main

mechanism of intervention is issuing operational license to online ride-hailing cars

and the regular inspection of their operational license. Based on drivers’ experiences,

the frequency of LTD’s inspection on operational license is uncertain, which put

drivers without the operational license at risk. However, in terms of areas of

inspections, the LTD usually inspect the train stations and airport. There are also other

mechanisms of intervention like allocating designated areas for Didi cars at train

stations and airport, which will be discussed in detail in the following sections.

5.4.1 Operational license

In 2018, the LTD in Harbin issued a small number of operational licenses to Didi

drivers. At that time, Didi was the only online ride-hailing platform in Harbin. An

operational license is a type of commercial car license in China that equips a car with

qualification for providing commercial ride hailing services. In theory, providing

ride-hailing services without proper operational license is illegal and will be enforced

by the officers from LTD. To apply and maintain the operational license, drivers need

to get a car that satisfies the configuration requirements. Usually, drivers who do not

have the operational license tend to own cheap cars to reduce costs including the fuel,

car repair and maintenance fees. Also, drivers need to pay the annual license fee and

the commercial car insurance fee that is much higher than private car insurance.

However, as for drivers who do not have the operational license, they do not need to

pay any license fee and their car insurance are private car insurance. According to the
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estimation of an experienced Didi driver, till 2020, there are about 200,000 registered

Didi drivers in total in Harbin, only 4000 of them have the operational license. Thus,

the vast majority of Didi drivers in Harbin do not have the operational license. In

other words, the majority of Didi drivers in Harbin is working without the operational

license and Didi is allocating orders to all drivers based on its pre-set algorithms.

Recently, more and more online car-hailing management companies come into

existence. These companies are small businesses and in partnership with both LTD

and Didi. Specifically, the LTD issues certain numbers of operational licenses to these

companies and these companies sell cars with operational license to Didi drivers.

Drivers can purchase the car with operational license in instalment and sign a

management contract with the company to maintain their license. Some of my

interviewees have purchased their cars from these companies. They mentioned that

they purchased the car with operational license because they were recommended by

their fellow drivers. However, all of them feel regretful about their decisions to

purchase the car from car-hailing companies because they cannot afford to pay the

high fees associated with operational license and Didi is allocating orders regardless

of operational license. One driver who purchased the operational license from the

car-hailing management company said:

Purchasing the car from ride-hailing management company is one of the

worst decisions I have ever made in my life, it is obvious that I can still

work and receive orders from Didi without operational license, so what’s
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point of getting a license? I have to pay huge fees for the license, after

deducting the fees associated with operational license from my income, I

won’t have enough money to support my family. (Interviewee 27, Didi

Youxiang driver, worked for Didi for about 2 years and 1 month)

Under such situation, there is a dispute between drivers with operational license and

without the license regarding order allocation. Due to high fees associated with

operational license, these drivers need more orders to cover the high fees and they

want Didi to prioritize them to allocate orders especially during off-peak hours. Such

dispute has caused discontent to drivers with the operational license, as they think

such treatment is unfair to them. As a result, they have organized some collective

activities to make their voice heard by Didi (as discussed before). However, drivers’

collective activities did not make a big difference to their working conditions, drivers

who can afford to pay the fees choose to continue working in this way. As for other

drivers with the license who cannot afford to pay the fees are considering giving up

their operational license. The Interviewee 22 has already given up his operational

license and the Interviewee 18 is applying for giving up his license (Interviewee 18,

Didi Youxiang driver, worked for Didi for more than 3 years; Interviewee 22, Didi

Youxiang driver, worked for Didi for about 3 years).

5.4.2 Inspection of operational license

Officers from the LTD usually check drivers’ operational license in certain areas like
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train stations and airport. They sometimes inspect drivers’ operational license in other

areas like commercial districts or other busy areas within the city. In terms of the

frequency of inspection, it is noted that the LTD tends to inspect drivers’ operational

license more frequently during holiday seasons or tourist seasons when people’s needs

for ride-hailing services increase significantly. As for other times, it is uncertain when

the LTD conducts inspection on the roads. Moreover, according to Interviewee 1,

drivers who work without the operational license will be fined for RMB300,00

(£3311) each time and their cars will be controlled by the LTD for at least one month

for administrative purpose (Interviewee 1, Didi Express driver, worked for Didi for

almost 5 years).

In response to such enforcement, Didi provides drivers who get fined with some

reimbursements. One driver states that Didi can reimburse him approximately

RMB200,00 (£2208) if he get fined by the LTD. However, to apply for the

reimbursement, drivers need to prepare some paperwork as part of the application,

which is quite difficult considering drivers’ educational background. Also, the time

used for applying for reimbursement is quite long for drivers, since drivers cannot

work during that time period. One driver who had inspected by the officer stated that:

I was really unlucky to be inspected by the LTD. The time when my car

was controlled by the LTD was just like a nightmare for me, one month

is indeed a long time, because I totally lost my source of income for that

month, and I had to pay for my car instalment. […] Although Didi
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reimbursed some of the fines for me, that could not cover all of the

expenses incurred and the income I had lost. If possible, I would try my

best to avoid being inspected by the LTD, because I don’t have any more

time and money to waste. After that inspection, I have realized that I

need to work extremely carefully to avoid any further inspection.

(Interviewee 15, Didi Express driver, worked for Didi for about 1 year)

Considering the costs associated with maintaining operational license, most of drivers

still choose to work without operational license. For these drivers, what they can do is

driving excessively carefully and trying at every attempt to avoid the inspection of

LTD. When the researcher asks those drivers why they do not try to apply for an

operational license, one Didi Express driver says that:

Despite the annual license fee and commercial car insurance fee, I

cannot even afford to purchase the car that satisfies the configuration

requirements. I need to purchase a car that is much more expensive than

my existing car, if I purchase a new car, most of my monthly income will

be used to pay the car instalments, then I won’t have enough money for

my family. The costs for an operational license are too high for me. Also,

there is no way for me to apply for an operational license directly from

the LTD, I can only purchase a car with the operational license from a

ride-hailing management company. The price of the car at the online

ride-hailing management company is higher than the usual price at the

4S store. (Interviewee 7, Didi Express driver, worked for Didi for almost
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3 years)

Thus, as for drivers who do not have the operational license, they are working

extremely cautiously to avoid any possibilities of getting inspected by the LTD.

Based on drivers’ experiences, the areas like train stations and airports are frequent

inspected places especially during holiday and tourist seasons. Usually, officers from

the LTD tend to stand at the drop-off points or pick-up points of the train stations and

airport and randomly check the passengers who are entering the train stations and

airport. Most Didi drivers have two smart phones or more and they usually fix their

smart phones on phone holders installed in their cars, because fixing their phones on

phone holders make drivers easier to see order information and Didi’s notifications.

Another phone can be used to check updates on WeChat. When officers notice these

phones inside drivers’ cars, they may suspect that these cars are Didi cars. Then,

officers tend to ask passengers whether he/she is taking a Didi car or not.

Alternatively, officers may ask passengers about some personal information of drivers

to see whether they know each other or not. When drivers are judged to work for Didi,

they will be required to show their operational license to the officers, if they are found

to work without the operational license, their cars and driving license will be

controlled on site and they will be required to pay the fines at the LTD to collect their

cars.

In response to the inspection on drivers’ operational license, Didi has launched a
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function on the app that block drivers without the operational license from receiving

orders to train stations or airport. Also, drivers without the operational license have

developed their own strategies to avoid getting inspected by the LTD. One Didi

Express driver told me that:

For me, I won’t drive to the train stations and airport or even the

surrounding areas, I have blocked all orders to train stations and airport

all the time. As for inspections in other areas, I will keep an eye on the

messages from all of my WeChat groups, because as long as any of my

fellow drivers notice the occurrence of inspection, they will share the

information in WeChat groups to let others know. WeChat groups are

omnipotent, as long as there are inspections on the roads, my colleagues

will notify us in WeChat groups. (Interviewee 31, Didi Express driver,

worked for Didi for more than 4 years)

Nevertheless, during holiday and tourist seasons, the request for orders from train

stations and airport increase significantly, and drivers without the operational license

have to give up orders in these areas. Comparing with the costs associated with

getting inspected and fined, they still choose to escape from these ‘risky’ areas and

work in other places.

5.4.3 Fine

In addition to the fines for Didi drivers who work without the operational license,

there are other types of fines for all drivers who break the traffic rules on the road.
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These other types of fines exert significant influence on Didi drivers’ work. For

instance, the LTD has painted yellow curb in various areas in Harbin and parking is

not allowed in front of yellow curb. Drivers who are captured to park in front of

yellow curb for more than 30 seconds will be fined for RMB200 (£22) each time.

Such rule has caused trouble to Didi drivers especially when they are picking up or

dropping off passengers on the road. In accordance with drivers’ working experiences,

they somehow cannot avoid picking up or dropping off passengers in front of the

yellow curb and the time for parking in front of yellow curb is out of drivers’ control.

The time for parking in front of yellow curb depends on passengers’ speed to get onto

or leave the cars. One Didi Youxiang driver said that:

Almost all curbs in busy areas are painted yellow, other curbs in less

busier areas are painted yellow as well. It is increasingly difficult for us

to find places to pick up and drop off passengers. Sometimes, I need to

satisfy passengers’ requirements to pick up and drop off at wherever they

want. However, passengers don’t care about whether the parking areas

are yellow curbs or not. […] I feel really nervous when parking in front

of yellow curb for even a few seconds. If I get fined for illegal parking,

my income for that day will be used to pay for the fines. (Interviewee 29,

Didi Youxiang driver, worked for Didi for about 2 years)

The fine for parking in front of yellow curb each time equals to a full-time Didi

driver’s daily income, which results in endless worry for drivers. In addition to the
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yellow curb, more and more surveillance cameras are installed on the road to monitor

drivers’ driving behaviours, and these surveillance cameras are called by the LTD as

‘eye in the sky’ (see picture below). Most of these surveillance cameras are used to

capture drivers’ behaviours like their driving speed, running red lights or even

crossing the lines when waiting for traffic signs. If drivers are found to drive over

speed, they will get fined by the LTD. Also, drivers’ driving behaviours that break the

traffic rules will be recorded, and the accumulation of rule-breaking behaviours will

influence drivers’ prospects for future driving. The inspection from LTD somehow

increases drivers’ work intensity, because drivers need to work extremely carefully to

avoid any possibility for getting fined, even for parking in front of yellow curb for a

few seconds.
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Figure: ‘Eye in the sky’ in Harbin

Source: Taken by the author.

5.4.4 Designated areas for Didi cars

In the areas of train stations and airport with high passenger flow volume, there are

always numerous cars queuing to pick up and drop off passengers. Normally, the LTD

has allocated certain lines exclusively for taxis to pick up and drop off passengers at

train stations and airport, which are called ‘exclusive lanes for taxis’. Nowadays, the

LTD has also allocated certain areas for online ride-hailing cars to use, including Didi.

Just like exclusive lanes for taxis, the LTD has allocated some exclusive lanes for
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Didi cars to pick up and drop off passengers. Also, in the airport, there are designated

waiting areas for online ride-hailing cars to park. The exclusive lanes and waiting

areas for Didi cars effectively reduces waiting time for both drivers and passengers.

However, since officers from the LTD usually inspect Didi drivers in these drivers,

only drivers with the operational license will utilize these exclusive lanes.

To sum up, since online ride-hailing companies are still in their early stages in Harbin,

the relevant regulations for this industry are developing in process. Nowadays, more

and more small online ride-hailing platforms come into existence to seize the market

share. In response, the LTD is gradually regulating this industry mainly through

equipping more and more online ride-hailing cars with operational license. However,

the vast majority of Didi drivers in Harbin is working without the operational license,

not to say drivers from other small ride-hailing platforms. If the LTD stops inspecting

drivers’ operational license, drivers who have the license will oppose this because

they are working with higher costs. On the other hand, if the LTD endeavours to

inspect all drivers’ operational license more frequently, drivers who work without the

license will lose their source of income and Didi’s interests will be damaged because

this group of drivers represents the main revenue stream for Didi in Harbin.

5.5 Chapter summary

This chapter presents the data collected from interviews with 31 Didi drivers and 1

Didi’s local staff in Harbin, and the data is categorized into three themes in line with
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the research questions, which are platform control, drivers’ resistance, and

government intervention. Didi’s control mechanisms can be characterised by variety

and fragmentation as it covers almost all aspects of drivers’ work. Didi controls

drivers’ working time, working behaviours, interactions with passengers and even the

time to take breaks. In response to platform control, drivers have developed their own

strategies to get more orders allocated and maximize their income. Drivers tend to put

sufficient efforts to maintaining and increasing Fuwufen to secure stable sources of

orders. The LTD intervenes the online ride-hailing industry mainly through the

operational license. Since the majority of Didi drivers in Harbin do not have the

operational license, drivers are working extremely carefully to avoid getting inspected

by the LTD. Thus, as for drivers especially the ones who do not have the operational

license, they are seeking for any possibilities to get orders allocated, satisfy

passengers’ requirements while simultaneously avoid the inspections from LTD. In

other words, drivers who rely on Didi tend to work overtime with high intensity to

maximize their income.
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Chapter 6 Discussion

6.1 Chapter overview

The previous chapters have explained the theoretical underpinnings for this research,

reviewed the relevant literature on digital gig work in both western and Chinese

contexts, depicted the business case for Didi and presented the findings on Didi

drivers and Didi’s staff in the city of Harbin. Building upon the contents of previous

chapters, this chapter aims to provide detailed and systematic analysis of the data

presented in the findings chapter. The analysis is organized around three thematic

areas: control, workers’ responses, and the role of the state. In the first thematic area,

the analysis focuses on the control mechanisms adopted by Didi and the rationale

behind those control mechanisms. In the second thematic area, the focus of the

analysis is of the nature of the response of Didi drivers towards the platform control,

including both consent and resistance. The third thematic area zooms onto the

government intervention on Didi platform nationally and locally to examine the role

of state in mediating the labour process of gig work in the online ride-hailing industry.

Since this research was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, the time when

Didi drivers’ work had been severely impacted due to local government’s lockdown

restrictions and sharp decrease in customer demands for online ride-hailing services,

the analysis undertaken here also integrates the changes to platform control, Didi

drivers’ working conditions and their responses in the context of COVID-19

pandemic.
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Importantly, as this chapter undertakes a detailed analysis of the findings, there is a

limited engagement with the existing literature. This was a conscious decision in

order to give primacy to the richness of the data and to focus the analysis on the three

key thematic areas identified in this chapter. A full and comprehensive engagement

with the literature takes place in the following chapter, Conclusions, that is entirely

centered on explicating the contributions this research makes to the existing debates

on digital labour.

The main argument that this chapter puts forward is that Didi has adopted various

mechanisms to control every aspect of drivers’ work, and such control mechanisms

have exceeded the boundary of drivers’ labour processes. In addition, Didi has

cultivated drivers’ dependence on the platform for income so that drivers have no

choice but to accept Didi’s control. Faced with Didi’s control, drivers tend to consent

on the condition that Didi allocates sufficient orders to allow them to earn target

income. However, when drivers find it difficult to secure their target income, they

tend to develop strategies to resist platform control, with the aim of maximizing their

income. Facilitated by WeChat, drivers exchange information and organize collective

activities to resist Didi’s control. A digital solidarity, facilitated by WeChat, arises

among Didi drivers. Finally, the local government intervenes in the operations of the

Didi platform through various means, either directly or indirectly. The Chinese

government accelerates the legitimization of the online ride-hailing industry, and it is

issuing licenses to both drivers and their cars. The government has also established an
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information platform to publish monthly data regarding the operations of online

ride-hailing platform companies. Moreover, since urban infrastructure, like roads and

streets, constitutes drivers’ working environment, the local government intervenes in

the operations of the Didi platform by constructing and adjusting that infrastructure.

This research finds that the current urban infrastructure somehow increases drivers’

work intensity. In these ways, the government intervenes in the operations of Didi and

its drivers’ labour processes, and in so doing increases Didi’s demand for additional

labour from drivers to satisfy passengers’ requirements.

PART 1 – CONTROL

6.2 Didi’s platform control

6.2.1 Introduction

This section aims to analyse the various control mechanisms currently adopted by

Didi and the rationale behind those control mechanisms. The empirical data

demonstrates that Didi has designed sophisticated algorithms to control every detail of

drivers’ labour process. Although working for Didi is promoted as being flexible in

nature, the company has successfully utilized its platform infrastructure and

associated algorithms to make drivers increasingly dependent on the platform for

income. Operating as the leading online ride-hailing platform in China, Didi has

attracted many drivers to register to the platform. Didi has further utilized its platform

algorithms to increase drivers’ dependence, ensuring a stable supply of drivers.

Specifically, Didi’s key control mechanisms include the ‘Fuwufen’ system; an
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algorithmically-determined order allocation mechanism; bonuses; digital surveillance;

suspension of drivers’ account; compulsory training and breaks; and management via

local agencies. As can be seen, Didi’s main control mechanisms are designed to be

enforced online. However, with the continuous expansion of the platform, Didi has

extended its control from online to offline terrain so that it can exert more effective

and direct control on drivers’ labour processes. Moreover, Didi’s control mechanisms

have exceeded the boundary of drivers’ fragmented labour processes to cover drivers’

non-working time in between each labour process as well.

6.2.2 Rationale behind Didi’s control mechanisms

Since Didi’s entry to Chinese market in 2012, it has continuously expanded its market

share from first-tier cities to second and third-tier cities (The Washington Post, 2021).

Along with Didi’s continuous expansion, it has introduced new types of ride-hailing

services to supplement its existing services like Didi Express and Didi Youxiang. To

date, Didi has introduced a sub-brand called ‘Huaxiaozhu’ (花小猪) that mainly offers

economic ride-hailing services for customers (Huaxiaozhudache, 2022). Also, Didi

has introduced a brand new service called ‘Qingcaipinche’ (青菜拼车) to replace the

Didi Hitch (Didi, 2022). Unlike Didi Hitch, the existing Didi Express drivers could be

allocated Qingcaipinche orders. Along with the increasingly diverse ride-hailing

services, Didi has cultivated a steadily growing labour pool to satisfy increasing

customer demand. Moreover, since Didi occupies the leading position in the Chinese

online ride-hailing market (The Guardian, 2022), drivers tend to hold the belief that
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‘joining Didi means that stable income is guaranteed’ (Interview 1, Didi Express

driver, work for Didi for almost 5 years). Such belief is echoed by most of the drivers

that the researcher has interviewed. Thus, as for drivers who are willing to work for

online ride-hailing platforms, Didi is regarded as their best choice and in fact, more

and more drivers choose to work for Didi, a trend that was especially evident in

Harbin. Therefore, with the increasing number of drivers, Didi requires effective

techniques to control drivers.

As demonstrated by the empirical data, Didi has already exerted tight control on

drivers’ labour processes. Primarily, Didi aims to strengthen its leading market

position as this equips Didi with market power to retain and attract more users to join

and use the platform. As for Didi, there are two key user groups: drivers and

passengers. To retain and attract more passengers, Didi needs to meet passengers’

needs for convenient and responsive online ride-hailing services. Thus, to satisfy

passengers’ needs, Didi has focused its efforts of control on drivers as drivers are the

key providers of ride-hailing services. In other words, Didi must continuously extract

labour power from drivers to satisfy passengers’ constant need for ride-hailing

services. Based on Smith’s (2006) conceptualization of labour power, the labour pool

cultivated by Didi is characterized by diverse embodiments of labour power. Thus,

during daily peak hours when passengers’ needs for ride-hailing services increase

significantly, Didi must conquer the indeterminacy of that labour power to ensure a

stable and sometimes excessive supply of drivers. As a consequence, the first



182

rationale behind Didi’s control mechanisms is stratifying all existing drivers into

different levels based on their past performance and retaining drivers with good

performance and gradually eliminating inactive drivers and drivers with continuous

bad performance. The stratification of Didi drivers has also encouraged competition

among drivers as the majority of drivers interviewed have expressed strong desire to

maintain their good performance to secure sufficient supply of orders. Didi’s

mechanisms of stratifying drivers and eliminating drivers with bad performance

include the ‘Fuwufen’ system, internal rankings, and an order allocation mechanism,

which will be analysed later.

Secondly, Didi’s control mechanisms target at drivers’ working patterns, namely daily

working hours (i.e., time online for completing orders) and the total number of orders

completed each day. Didi aims to stimulate drivers to excessively extend their

working time and increase the total number of orders completed each day within

drivers’ capabilities. Typically, Didi has utilized financial incentives like personalized

bonuses to cultivate drivers’ habit of ‘driving every day and driving as long as they

can’. Gradually, drivers who rely on the Didi platform for livings tend to engage in

fixed working patterns with prolonged working hours. Although existing research into

gig work has pointed out the flexibility as one of its key characteristics, Didi has

successfully transformed the promoted flexible work into inflexible full-time work

through digital algorithms (Li, 2021; Sun et al., 2021). Thirdly, in addition to Didi’s

control on workers’ working patterns, it has controlled drivers’ complete labour
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processes through various digital surveillance techniques to ensure their service

quality. The interview data demonstrates a tendency for the extension of Didi’s

platform control to go beyond the start and end points of each labour process.

Furthermore, through the establishment of more and more Didi local offices and

cooperation with various local agencies, the company has extended its control from

online to offline terrain. Management by local agencies has created physical presence

for Didi’s control mechanisms and effectively enhanced these mechanisms through

direct management on drivers.

Although Didi’s platform algorithms exert control on every step of drivers’ labour

process, drivers consent to Didi’s control mechanisms as they allow drivers to

compete for orders under the same rules, and these rules have been publicized to all

drivers. Put it simply, Didi’s control mechanisms give drivers a sense of fairness.

Such managerial ideology echoes the principle of Taylorism that the management

establishes clear objective quantitative measurements for workers to achieve (Taylor,

1979). On Didi platform, the computerized algorithms replace the artificial

quantitative measurements that are assumed by Taylorism. However, since the

computerized algorithms are not error free, and drivers’ income can be significantly

influenced by the changes in algorithms, there are occasional grievance and

discontent from drivers due to drivers’ concern about their order allocation. Especially

when drivers feel difficult to earn their target income, they tend to develop various

strategies, either individually or collectively, to resist Didi’s control. Therefore, in
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addition to the control mechanisms on drivers’ labour processes, Didi has established

multiple channels for drivers to enhance their consent towards platform control

mechanisms and solve any grievances and dissatisfaction. These channels include a

chat box in the app, the Didi hotline, the selection of team leaders and support from

Didi’s local offices. These channels are accessible to drivers both online and offline,

and the following sections will analyse these channels in detail to examine how Didi

utilizes them to supplement the effectiveness of control mechanisms.

6.2.3 Fuwufen system: cultivating a readily available driver pool

The discussion on Didi’s platform control starts from the Fuwufen system, which is

regarded as Didi’s key mechanism for controlling drivers. Since Didi drivers’ work is

dispersed and fragmented, Didi uses Fuwufen to indicate drivers’ overall working

performance for certain time periods. The essence of the Fuwufen system lies in how

Didi uses drivers’ Fuwufen to allocate orders, and the total number of orders Didi

allocates to drivers directly determine their income. Especially during off-peak hours,

when passengers’ demand for ride-hailing services decreases significantly, the

influence of Fuwufen on drivers’ order allocation is even more evident. It is observed

during interviews that most drivers endeavor to maintain their Fuwufen to secure a

stable source of orders. Also, since Fuwufen is to be recalculated and reset at the

beginning of each month, drivers need to continuously work hard to maintain high

Fuwufen. Then, based on drivers’ cumulative Fuwufen from past months, Didi

categorizes drivers into different ranks and allocates the bulk of orders to
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hard-working drivers. Therefore, the operations of Fuwufen system effectively ensure

drivers’ work performance for the months involved and resetting Fuwufen further

ensures the continuity of drivers’ future work performance. Taking a long-term

orientation, Didi has utilized its Fuwufen system to cultivate drivers’ dependence on

the platform for stable income.

Drivers’ dependence on the platform can be reflected from their prolonged working

hours and fixed working patterns. In Harbin, the majority of full-time Didi drivers are

working 10-13 hours per day and 7 days per week6. These drivers choose to be off

from work only due to emergencies, otherwise they will be online to complete orders

allocated by Didi. They choose to engage in such working patterns because they aim

to maintain their Fuwufen, in which the working hours and numbers of orders

completed per day and month are two key criteria. Moreover, drivers’ dependence on

the platform is reflected in the untransferability of Fuwufen. In other words, the

Fuwufen drivers have maintained through continuous hard work cannot be transferred

to other drivers and platforms. The untransferability of Fuwufen is further ensured via

face swiping technology that Didi conducts daily before allocating orders to drivers.

While Moore (2018) and Moore and Robinson (2016) project the trend of workplace

digitalization, various advanced digital technologies are found in the workplace that is

developed by Didi for surveillance purpose. As for Didi drivers, they are cultivating

and maintaining their own digitalized employability that is exclusive to themselves on

6 Here the full-time Didi drivers refer to drivers who rely on Didi for income, and the full-time Didi drivers
constitute the vast majority of total drivers in Harbin.
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Didi platform.

Didi drivers’ choices of working overtime and engagement in fixed working patterns

conform to Sun et al.’s (2021) conceptualisation of the de-flexibilisation trend for

platform workers in China. Sun et al.’s research was conducted during the period

between 2018 and 2019, and their conceptualisation of de-flexibilisation was evident

through China’s food delivery workers’ sole dependence on platform for income.

Those workers were working overtime every day with limited time for private life.

This research has demonstrated a similar trend of de-flexibilisation among

ride-hailing platform workers. Similarly, the de-flexibilisation of Didi drivers

involved in this research is characterized by their reliance on Didi for income and

untransferability of Fuwufen’s digitalized employability. The employability required

by Didi is different from other platforms. For instance, Barnes et al. (2015) research

into the employability on platforms, and they argue that platform workers need to

deploy their existing skills and networks to enhance their employability on platforms.

While Barnes et al’s (2015) research is conducted in the UK, this research finds that

the employability on Didi is simpler as it mainly based upon the number of orders

completed each day and for a month (i.e., working hours). Continuously, drivers tend

to spend most of their available time on working for Didi, with private life confined to

dealing with emergencies only. In this way can drivers’ employability be sustained for

a long time. Therefore, based on the study of food delivery workers’ and online

ride-hailing drivers’ dependence on platforms for income, it can be inferred that the
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trend of de-flexibilisation is increasingly common among China’s platform workers.

6.2.4 Order allocation mechanisms

On Didi platform, drivers’ income is accumulated from each order they complete, and

the orders are algorithmically allocated. However, the demand for ride-hailing

services does not match the numbers of drivers available for providing services at

certain time periods. In fact, the demand for ride-hailing services is fluctuating

between peak hours and off-peak hours each day, and there are peak periods during

the year, like tourist and holiday seasons, when the customer demand increases

significantly. In response to the fluctuations in customer demand, Didi has established

certain mechanisms to allocate orders. Especially during off-peak hours when

customers’ demand is highly likely to be lower than available drivers, Didi has set up

mechanisms to prioritize allocating orders to certain drivers. The engagement of a

driver’s labour power in a labour process, and the ability of the driver to earn an

income, totally depends upon Didi’s order allocation. The empirical data demonstrates

that Didi controls the order allocation across a number of aspects: which order to

allocate, to whom it is allocated, when to allocate, how many orders to allocate, and

which drivers to suspend from receiving orders either temporarily or permanently.

Thus, the order allocation is regarded as another key mechanism for Didi to control

drivers.

The effectiveness of Didi’s platform control through order allocation lies in the
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competitive and invisible nature of the whole allocation process. The competitive

nature of Didi’s order allocation is dependent upon a large and readily available

labour pool. Initially, drivers have to satisfy the entry requirements to qualify for

receiving orders. The entry requirements are generally low so that Didi can attract

numerous drivers to join its labour pool. Setting low requirements to attract users has

also been found by Wu and Li (2019) in their research into Platform W’s registration

process. Specifically, Wu and Li (2019) argue that the Platform W’s simplified

registration process make drivers feel that working for platform companies is flexible

and free from control. In this research, Didi has also been found to adopt simple

registration. Nevertheless, after joining the platform, drivers must compete for orders,

the key criteria for Didi’s order allocation mechanism being Fuwufen. During peak

hours of the day, Didi allocates orders to drivers regardless of their Fuwufen, as the

priority for Didi during peak hours is getting all orders allocated to ensure customer

satisfaction. When it comes to off-peak hours – which constitute two third of the

daytime – the competitive nature of order allocation becomes evident, as drivers with

consistently high Fuwufen are prioritized for the allocation of orders. Thus, the

integration between Fuwufen and order allocation has forced drivers to continuously

improve their work performance to remain employable on Didi. However, even

experienced drivers who have worked for Didi for more than three years are still

unclear about the exact rationale behind Didi’s order allocation process. Didi drivers’

perception and experiences of order allocation reflect the invisibility of such

mechanisms, which puts drivers in disadvantageous positions. Drivers’ perception of
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the invisible order allocation mechanism conforms to the findings of information

asymmetry that is increasingly common among platform companies (Rosenblat and

Stark, 2016; Veen et al., 2020).

Faced with the competitive and invisible order allocation mechanism, drivers who

rely on Didi for income must passively accept these forms of control. Moreover, Didi

further constrains drivers’ right to reject orders that they are not willing to undertake.

Although Didi does not explicitly state that drivers are not allowed to reject orders, it

uses the order completion as one of the criteria to evaluate drivers’ Fuwufen score.

Since drivers do not know which exact order they will be allocated, their fear of a

decrease in their Fuwufen scores due to rejecting orders makes them accept all orders

Didi allocates to them without any room for negotiation. Thus, with increasing

numbers of drivers and customer demand, Didi has updated its order allocation

mechanisms to prioritize allocating orders to drivers with good performance. As for

drivers with low Fuwufen, they will be allocated fewer and fewer orders and

gradually eliminated by such allocation mechanisms.

6.2.5 Bonus system

As mentioned before, Didi offers bonuses for all drivers on a daily basis, conditioning

those drivers to complete a certain number of orders during peak hours and for the

whole working day. The targets for getting bonuses are personalized for each

individual driver. Typically, Didi bases individual drivers’ past order completion
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records to set up the daily bonuses. During interviews with drivers, most of them felt

that the bonuses Didi set up for them are attractive, achievable yet challenging.

However, almost all drivers have to work overtime to get the bonuses for the whole

day. The effectiveness of Didi’s bonus mechanism lies in its precision, as it is

algorithmically determined based on drivers’ past order completion records and

updated daily. Such precision successfully grasps drivers’ strong desire to make

money and stimulate them to complete more orders. As for the bonuses for peak hours,

Didi usually sets three different targets for different bonus amounts. In other words,

drivers could get higher bonuses if they could complete more orders during peak

hours. Once drivers get some bonuses for completing orders during peak hours, they

could be further incentivized to get the bonuses for the whole working day. Even if

drivers do not meet the targets for the bonuses during peak hours, they could still be

incentivized to reach the targets for bonuses for the whole day. Thus, through such

financial incentives, drivers’ dependence on the platform can be further enhanced. It is

therefore argued that Didi’s offer of bonuses is supplementary to other control

mechanisms.

The rationale behind Didi’s bonus system is that it can be used to decrease the

indeterminacy of drivers’ labour mobility power especially during the time periods

with surging customer demand (i.e., peak hours) (Smith, 2006). Also, through such

bonus system, drivers’ working patterns of completing sufficient orders during peak

hours and for the whole day can be cultivated and maintained on a daily basis. During
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drivers’ pursuit of bonuses, the competitive nature of reaching targets for bonuses is

increasingly obvious. Approximately 95% of total drivers interviewed expressed the

increasing difficulty of reaching the daily targets to receive bonuses. As for peak

hours, the traffic congestion prolongs the time needed for completing each order.

When it comes to off-peak hours, due to the increase in numbers of drivers during

daytime, Didi has gradually increased the targets for bonuses, and the orders drivers

receive during off-peak hours have been decreased significantly. For instance, Didi

offers 30-40RMB (£3.31-4.42) as a bonus for completing 28 orders per day for Didi

Express drivers. Based on drivers’ experiences, they needed to work up to 12 hours a

day to reach that target previously. Nowadays, with more drivers and a decrease in

order numbers during off-peak hours, drivers have to work approximately 14-15

hours per day to reach that target. Working excessively overtime is exhausting for

drivers and rendering the bonuses less attractive.

Faced with increasingly difficult and competitive bonuses to get during daytime,

some drivers choose to work overtime to reach their targets, while other drivers

choose to give up the bonuses altogether. There are also drivers who choose to

transfer to working at night. One driver who has transferred to working at night stated

in the interview that there are significantly lower numbers of drivers at night, and the

piece rate and bonuses are generally higher than daytime. Thus, working at night is

less competitive than daytime, and drivers are more likely to earn their expected

income within a shorter time period. Didi’s bonus system remains useful for
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decreasing the indeterminacy of drivers’ labour mobility power, conditioning drivers

to perceive the possibility of reaching their targets. If drivers perceive that it is

impossible to get the bonuses, they tend to adopt alternative ways to either increase

their income or save their labour power for the coming working days.

6.2.6 Uncompensated training

Didi offers training sessions for all drivers on a regular basis, and the training is the

biggest formal offline event Didi organizes for drivers. There are two types of training

for drivers, which are online and offline training. The online training is fairly short

and conducted daily before allocating first orders to drivers, and the offline training is

held regularly at physical venues. The training offered by Didi is compulsory in

nature, and Didi relates drivers’ qualification to receive orders to attendance for

training sessions. When drivers are asked to attend offline training sessions, they will

be informed the exact time and venues for training, and the absence from training will

result in temporary suspension of drivers’ accounts. In addition to regular training for

drivers, Didi asks drivers with low Fuwufen to attend extra training. The contents of

training focus on drivers’ working behaviours, which mainly include driving safety

and service quality. Training sessions are delivered by staff members from Didi local

offices, and drivers have opportunities to communicate directly with Didi’s staff

members at the training sessions.

Since the training sessions are held regularly, these training sessions could reflect the
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changes in Didi’s algorithmic management techniques. Drivers hold diverse attitudes

towards Didi’s offer of training. Some drivers think that the training sessions are

useful while others think that the training is a waste of time. Nevertheless, the

temporary suspension of drivers’ accounts due to absence for training effectively

ensures drivers’ compliance with attendance for training. While the training for

platform workers is not a new topic, the existing research does not examine the

provision of training from the control perspective (Borghi et al., 2021). Although

training is associated with traditional management practices, Didi utilizes training to

regulate the behaviours of its dispersed labour force. Moreover, the low entry

requirements for registering onto the Didi platform further diversifies the embodiment

of labour power possessed by Didi drivers. Thus, the formal training could help to

reduce the indeterminacy of labour effort power for drivers (Smith, 2006).

6.2.7 Digital surveillance system

As stated before, the labour processes on Didi platform are dispersed and fragmented

in nature. Specifically, each process starts from the order allocation and ends up with

the completion of each order. Also, there are numerous labour processes performed by

different drivers taking place at the same time period, depending on the customer

demand. Thus, in order to effectively control these dispersed and fragmented labour

processes, Didi has developed a complete digital surveillance system that monitors

and controls almost all aspects of driver’s labour processes. As evidenced in the

interview data and other supporting secondary data, the digital surveillance system
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consists of face swiping, GPS, video recording, Jushitong (i.e., audio recording), real

time voice prompts, and reminders for compulsory break. This surveillance system

monitors, records and controls almost all aspects of drivers’ labour processes, and

Didi uses the surveillance data to judge drivers’ working performance and adjust its

order allocation and offer of bonuses. Specifically, Didi conducts face swiping every

day before allocating first orders to drivers. The face swiping ensures the job is

performed by the drivers Didi allocates orders to and prevents others from completing

orders on another driver’s behalf. Also, the face swiping ensures the exclusivity of the

Fuwufen score awarded to each individual driver. The GPS records both drivers and

passengers’ real-time movements, their moving speeds, and the exact time and place

of start and end points for each order. The video and audio recordings monitor and

record all kinds of interactions between drivers and passengers inside the cars and the

external environment outside the cars. Thus, through the GPS and recording system,

Didi is in control of everything inside and outside drivers’ cars.

Didi’s digital surveillance system also investigates some detailed aspects of drivers’

labour process. For instance, Didi uses a real-time voice prompt to guide drivers’

routes and regulate their working behaviours step-by-step. Such voice prompts last for

the whole labour process and continuously reminds drivers of do’s and don’ts. Due to

the increased cases of car accident due to fatigue whilst driving, Didi has introduced

compulsory breaks for all drivers. Such compulsory breaks are simply enforced

through temporarily ceasing drivers’ accounts for 20 minutes after 4 hours’ work.
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Didi’s use of digital surveillance system covers all aspects of drivers’ labour processes

and monitors these processes in every detail. Drivers’ working environment is mainly

inside their cars, and Didi equips drivers’ working environment with various digital

surveillance techniques. Through such system, drivers have to work under constant

surveillance. These surveillance techniques exert pressure on drivers and force drivers

to work towards Didi’s quality standards. During interviews, drivers have explicitly

expressed that they are working under increasing pressure to ensure their service

quality conforms to Didi’s requirements. The existing research on gig work explores

the digital surveillance techniques adopted by food delivery platforms and

ride-hailing platforms (Chen and Sun, 2020; Sun, 2019; Wu and Li, 2019; Wu et al.,

2019). However, these studies did not identify the completeness of the coverage of

platform-based companies’ surveillance techniques. This research has found that

platform-based companies tend to develop a complete set of digital surveillance

techniques to monitor and control workers’ labour processes in every detail. Such

surveillance techniques have even been extended to control workers’ non-working

time through the enforcement of compulsory breaks. Moreover, these digital

surveillance techniques increase workers’ work intensity imperceptibly as workers

tend to cultivate a sense of fear for not satisfying Didi’s requirements.

6.2.8 Management through local offices and agencies

With the expansion of Didi platform from China’s first-tier cities to second and

third-tier cities, Didi has established more and more local offices and cooperated with

a number of local agencies to manage their drivers. Establishing local offices and
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cooperating with local agencies have created physical presence of Didi as a formal

organisation for drivers as workers for this organisation. Also, Didi could extend its

control from online space to offline terrain. Through the establishment of local offices

and cooperation with local agencies, Didi could manage and control all of its drivers

more directly via means similar to traditional management. For example, as for taxi

drivers, they are managed directly by their taxi companies. Now, Didi has adopted

similar mode of management. Typically, Didi Premier drivers are managed by local

agencies. As for other drivers, Didi has categorized them into different teams and each

team is assigned a team leader. Usually, the team leaders are experienced drivers who

have worked for Didi for years and have maintained outstanding work performance

(i.e., high Fuwufen). Also, these experienced team leaders have contacts with other

drivers, and the team members usually know about their leaders and regard their

leaders as reliable persons. When Didi has to make announcements, it will firstly

announce to team leaders and then team leaders will share the announcements with

their members. Also, when team members have concerns about their work or need for

help, they will firstly report to their team leaders. Thus, the team leaders act as the

bridge between Didi and other drivers.

During interviews, drivers clearly stated that their team leaders are useful for sharing

work-related information and offering advice for solving work-related issues.

Alternatively, drivers may choose to visit the local offices or agencies to solve their

work-related issues. Considering the fragmented and dispersed nature of platform
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work, the establishment of Didi driver teams could help strengthen the platforms

through creating a sense of belonging among drivers and fostering connections within

teams and among drivers. Similarly, Chen and Sun (2020) find that China’s food

delivery platforms Ele.me and Meituan allocate their drivers into different

workstations based on drivers’ geographical areas, and those workstations resemble

traditional workplaces for food delivery drivers to gather and be managed. Such

management of the workplace is quite different from that observed by scholars in the

western context. For example, Gandini (2019) points out that in the gig economy the

point of production has changed from physical workplaces to online platforms, and he

argues that online platforms tend to replace the traditional workplaces. However, the

results of this research and those of other scholars researching gig work in China

challenge such accounts. Instead, what we can see clearly in the case of China’s food

delivery platforms and ride-hailing platforms, is that both have established physical

workplaces to operate and manage their workers. Thus, the physical workplaces have

not disappeared in China’s platform economy and are effectively deployed to

supplement control by platform algorithms. Thus, importantly, by combining the

platformised algorithmic management with management in traditional workplaces,

China’s platform companies like Didi have developed a unique management mode

with high efficiency in controlling workers.

6.2.9 Suspension of drivers’ account

The suspension of drivers’ accounts is another key mechanism for controlling drivers’
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working behaviours and ensuring drivers’ compliance with Didi’s rules and

regulations. During periods of suspension, Didi ceases allocating orders to drivers and

drivers cannot use their accounts to earn income. Also, Didi is in control of the length

of suspension, and can enforce either temporary suspension or permanent suspensions

of drivers’ accounts. Didi investigates on each case of suspension. Based on the

gathered evidence, Didi makes a judgement on a driver’s performance and decides on

the exact length of suspension. Typically, the evidence Didi uses for making

judgements is the recordings from the digital surveillance system. Didi offers

channels for drivers to give explanations of their cases, by contacting their team

leaders, Didi local offices, or the Didi hotline.

During the interviews, drivers have expressed a sense of fear for suspension, because

suspension means losing the opportunity to earn income. As for full-time drivers who

rely on Didi for income, losing one day’s time to earn income could even make

significant differences to their living conditions, let alone a longer suspension.

Suspension of drivers’ accounts is full of uncertainty because drivers do not know

when they will be at the risk of suspension and the length of potential suspension.

Such uncertainty and Didi’s complete control over suspending drivers’ accounts have

put drivers under endless worry and pressure. Didi drivers’ worries about suspension

have forced them to change their working behaviours. Specifically, the interviews

demonstrate that drivers must service passengers’ emotions and ensure their

satisfaction to avoid low ratings and complaints. Thus, drivers’ fear for suspension has
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been transformed into an increase in their work intensity, as they have to perform

emotional labour while driving to complete each order. Previous research has found

that customer ratings and evaluations are widely adopted by platform companies to

control gig workers’ service quality (Duggan, 2020; Gandini, 2019; Wu et al., 2019).

In this research, in addition to controlling drivers’ service quality through customer

ratings and evaluations, Didi has linked drivers’ access to their sources of income with

customer ratings and evaluations in the form of suspension.

6.2.10 Conclusion

This section has analysed the mechanisms and techniques adopted by Didi for

controlling drivers’ work-related behaviours and their work performance. Also, this

section has pointed out the rationale behind Didi’s various control mechanisms. Based

on the above analysis, it can be found that Didi has developed complete set of

mechanisms to control every detail of drivers’ labour process. Other than merely

controlling drivers’ labour process, Didi has extended the coverage of its control from

the labour process itself to the start and end points of the labour process. Didi retains

absolute control over order allocation and suspension of order allocation. Also,

through the establishment of physical presence in the form of local offices and

cooperation with local agencies, Didi has further extended its control from online to

offline terrain. With these control mechanisms, Didi could successfully cultivate

drivers’ dependence on the platform for income. Also, the Fuwufen system stimulates

drivers to develop a digitalized employability that is untransferable to other platforms.
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PART 2 – RESISTANCE

6.3 Workers’ resistance towards platform control

6.3.1 Introduction

Moving from Didi’s platform control, this section focuses on discussing drivers’

response towards above control mechanisms. The interview data demonstrates that

drivers’ responses towards Didi’s control mechanisms involve changing dynamics

between consent and resistance. Drivers tend to consent to the platform control

mechanisms as long as Didi allocates a stable source of orders to them. Their consent

to Didi’s platform control is mainly reflected in their reliance on Didi and their

continuous efforts to complete orders under Didi’s uninterrupted digital surveillance.

However, with the increase in the number of drivers and the competitive working

environment cultivated by Didi, drivers find it increasingly difficult to secure enough

orders to earn their target income. Under such conditions, drivers’ resistance towards

Didi’s control mechanisms becomes obvious, ranging from personal and collective

efforts to maximize their income to protesting Didi to get their concerns heard by

upper management.

This section analyses drivers’ response towards Didi’s control mechanisms through

the prism of drivers’ strategies for scrambling for orders; maintaining their Fuwufen;

increasing ‘stickiness’ to the platform for income; and occasional troublemaking in

support of grievances. Moreover, the interviews with drivers demonstarte that the

WeChat social media app is increasingly prevalent among drivers. They use WeChat
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to exchange work-related information and organize collective activities with the aim

of easing their working conditions and increasing income. Gradually, a digital

collectivism that is facilitated by WeChat is emerging among China’s platform

workers (Qiu, 2016). The following paragraphs will analyse the above-mentioned

drivers’ responses in detail.

6.3.2 Drivers’ constant scramble for orders

Primarily, drivers tend to consent towards Didi’s control due to the belief that it could

offer them a stable source of orders to earn their target income. Drivers’ consent is

reflected in their constant scramble for orders. As mentioned before, most drivers who

rely on Didi for income are working overtime and engage in fixed working patterns to

complete as many orders as they can to earn their target income. Drivers tend to

consent to Didi’s platform control because Didi successfully aligns its business model

with these drivers’ strong desire to earn income. As long as Didi allocates drivers

orders, drivers are willing to complete them despite how long these orders take. In

practice, drivers do not need to worry about the number of orders to be allocated

during peak hours, as the customer demand during peak hours remains high and all

drivers will be allocated some orders during peak hours. However, at times, the traffic

congestion during peak hours in Harbin significantly prolongs the time needed to

complete each order, which forces drivers to move their attention to the orders during

off-peak hours. Drivers’ change of focus echoes Chen and Sun’s (2020) findings

about the disruptions caused by urban infrastructure on platform workers and
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Snyder’s (2016) conceptualisation of the ‘disrupted workplace’. In fact, Didi drivers

are working in hyper-complicated ‘disrupted workplace’ that significantly increases

their work intensity and forces them to adjust their responses towards Didi’s control.

In this case, drivers choose to put efforts into scrambling for orders during off-peak

hours because their order completion during peak hours has been disrupted by the

traffic congestion. A detailed analysis of drivers’ responses towards other kinds of

disruptions from urban infrastructure will be provided in the following sections.

Drivers with high Fuwufen are prioritized for order allocation during off-peak hours;

therefore, drivers have to maintain and increase their Fuwufen to increase the

possibility of getting orders. However, drivers do not have any information about

when and which order they will be allocated in advance, hence, they have to accept

the orders immediately when Didi allocates orders to them. Therefore, drivers’

consent towards Didi’s platform control is passive in nature as the limited information

availability and the order allocation mechanisms limit drivers’ flexibility to make

informed decisions. Also, drivers’ concern about their Fuwufen has made them accept

such order allocation mechanisms. Nevertheless, in interviews, drivers have described

a number of personal strategies they put in place to locate good orders to complete,

mainly based on individual experiences and then shared among fellow drivers through

WeChat. Drivers’ passive consent towards platform control confirms the above

findings regarding de-flexibilisation of platform workers in China (Sun et al., 2021).

Since these drivers rely on Didi for income, they have no choice but passive consent,



203

although some drivers could utilize individual or collective strategies to leverage

Didi’s control.

However, the situations for drivers with other sources of income are significantly

different from full-time drivers. Part-time drivers with other sources of income

indicated that Didi provides them with extra source of income that they make outside

their main work. Hence, part-time drivers’ dependence on the Didi platform is

significantly lower than full-time drivers, and part-time drivers tend to regard Didi

driving as a flexible work option. The difference between full-time and part-time

drivers in responding to Didi’s platform control resonates with Li’s (2021) findings. In

Li’s (2021) research, part-time platform workers do not regard online platforms as

their primary source of income, so they are still able to leverage the flexibility offered

by online platforms to supplement their main income, and the changes in part-time

drivers’ order allocation tend not to exert significant influence on them compared with

full-time drivers.

To conclude, the responses from the majority of drivers to Didi’s platform control is

passive consent, and such consent is reflected from their constant scramble for orders

to complete especially during off-peak hours. Also, such passive consent is influenced

by the traffic conditions as drivers are working in a hyper-complicated ‘disrupted

workplace’. Drivers’ consent towards Didi’s platform control differs significantly

between full-time and part-time drivers. Since full-time drivers rely on the platform
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for income, their precarious conditions constrain their flexibility to leverage Didi’s

control. Faced with Didi’s control – especially the order allocation mechanism – they

have limited choices but passive acceptance. On the contrary, part-time drivers do not

solely rely on Didi for income, their status allows them to leverage the flexibility of

the platform to earn extra income.

6.3.3 Maintaining Fuwufen: cultivating drivers’ digitalized employability

Drivers’ consent to Didi’s platform control is also reflected in their continuous efforts

to maintaining their Fuwufen. The mechanism of order allocation based on drivers’

Fuwufen during off-peak hours has forced drivers to seek opportunities to increase

their Fuwufen. Primarily, drivers’ efforts of maintaining Fuwufen manifest in

excessively prolonging their working hours and keeping their daily order completion

records. Moreover, since customer ratings and evaluations can directly influence

drivers’ Fuwufen, drivers need to pay attention to passengers and attend to their

feelings and emotions to ensure customer satisfaction. However, paying attention to

passengers’ feelings and emotions is combined with driving on the roads. Such

emotional labour increases drivers’ work intensity and puts drivers in a state of

endless concern about their Fuwufen. Moreover, in order to maintain Fuwufen,

drivers have to give up some of their rights on the Didi platform. For instance, various

drivers have stated that they are hesitant to reject orders or take a day off for fear of

having their Fuwufen decreased. When drivers are unclear about their Fuwufen, and

in most cases when drivers receive reductions on their Fuwufen, they tend to firstly
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communicate with Didi to see if they could regain their lost Fuwufen. The resistance

may arise if drivers cannot regain their lost Fuwufen, because their order allocation

will be impacted for the time periods with decreased Fuwufen. The interview data

shows that drivers tend to complain to their team leaders or local Didi staff at first

when their Fuwufen is decreased. If their complaints cannot be solved by team leaders

or Didi’s staff, their resistance is likely to be upgraded to higher levels, which may

result in some collective activities. Therefore, the channels established by Didi help

solve drivers’ grievance to some extent.

As mentioned before, drivers care about Fuwufen and continuously strive to maintain

their Fuwufen because Didi bases Fuwufen on orders allocated during off-peak hours.

The interconnection between order allocation and Fuwufen forces drivers to work

towards various criteria for evaluating Fuwufen scores. Through linking drivers’

working behaviours to the criteria for Fuwufen scores, Didi could effectively controls

drivers’ labour power. Drivers’ efforts to maintain Fuwufen reflect their consent

towards Didi’s control, and the rationale behind such consent lies in drivers’

dependence on Didi and their strong desire to complete orders to earn income

(Burawoy, 1985). Also, drivers tend to perceive fairness in how the Fuwufen system

and order allocation mechanism operate, because they establish common quality

standards to which all workers are equally subject. Although occasional grievances

arise due to the decreased Fuwufen and its associated influence on drivers’ order

allocation, Didi has established multiple channels for drivers to solve them. Moreover,
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drivers’ personal experiences and strategies alleviate the grievances that arise due to

decreased Fuwufen. For instance, as stated in interviews, when experienced drivers

encounter drunk passengers, they usually choose to avoid interacting with passengers

and report them to Didi in advance in case they receive low ratings or complaints

from those passengers.

Thus, drivers’ responses towards Fuwufen and order allocation vary between consent

and resistance depending on the influence of their scores on order allocation. If

drivers are allocated enough orders to earn their target income, they tend to consent to

Didi’s control through making efforts to maintain their Fuwufen score and order

completion records. As for drivers who have experienced a decrease in Fuwufen, if

they can regain their decreased Fuwufen through dialogue with Didi, they tend to

continue consenting to Didi’s control. However, if drivers’ allocation is influenced by

their decreased Fuwufen, especially for the cases of low customer ratings and poor

customer evaluations, drivers tend to express grievances to Didi and perceive Didi’s

Fuwufen and order allocation as unfair.

6.3.4 Drivers’ ‘super stickiness’ to Didi platform

Didi utilizes its Fuwufen system and order allocation mechanism to cultivate drivers’

dependence on the platform. Focusing on drivers’ strong desire to earn income, Didi’s

provision of daily bonuses further enhances drivers’ dependence. This section aims to

analyse drivers’ dependence on Didi. Initially, most drivers regard working for Didi as
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a flexible and stable source of income, though they tend to engage in inflexible

working patterns. Drivers’ attitudes towards Didi are built upon the fact that Didi

operates as the biggest online ride-hailing platform with the largest user base in China.

As such, they believe that Didi has the highest number of orders compared with other

platforms and are keen to complete more orders as Didi allocates them. However,

when drivers have emergent issues to deal with, drivers can simply log off to deal

with their personal issues. They hold the belief that other kinds of work cannot offer

them such kind of flexibility, especially considering their background (generally

lacking recognized skills and educational attainment; some of them being former

factory workers). Moreover, drivers’ background and self-identification as the

‘bread-winners’ for families further enhance their dependence on Didi platform.

Specifically, the majority of drivers interviewed were between 40 and 50 years old, an

age range excluded from finding decent jobs in China. Also, acting as the Huzhu (户

主 , household owners) in their families, they hold the strong responsibility to earn

enough money to support their families. Drivers tend to feel guilty if they are not able

to earn their target income, especially considering that most male drivers have both

young children and old parents to look after. Under such situations, drivers have

limited choice but to rely on Didi for income.

Sun et al. (2021) put forward the term ‘sticky labour’ to depict the dependence of

China’s food delivery workers on their platforms for income. In this research, Didi

drivers’ dependence on the platform has been shown to have been upgraded to a
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higher level, and the researcher suggests the term ‘super sticky labour’ to depict the

dependence of China’s online ride-hailing platform workers. Didi drivers’ ‘super

stickiness’ is reflected in their excessively prolonged working hours and the

transformation of their non-working time into working time. Such a transformation

can be seen from drivers’ utilization of their compulsory break time (i.e., the 20

minutes’ break after 4 hours’ time for completing orders) for having a quick lunch and

the sacrifice of the rest of their break time to complete more orders. Continuously,

these drivers tend to form into a ‘two point one line7’ life pattern that moves between

their cars and homes on a daily basis. Such a pattern blurs drivers’ boundaries

between work and life, the space for their private life having been excessively

constrained. As stated by a full-time Didi driver who has worked for Didi for almost

three years, ‘as long as I feel capable to continue driving, I won’t stop, and I will go

home only when my physical conditions do not allow me to drive’ (Interviewee 7,

Didi Express driver, worked for Didi for almost 3 years).

6.3.5 Facilitating Information exchange via WeChat

The essence of Didi’s control mechanism lies in its ownership of data. Didi

effectively controls drivers through selectively presenting part of the data to them on

the app while retaining most of the collected data. With limited information

availability, drivers are unable to make informed decisions but passively consent to

Didi’s control. However, during the drivers’ work, they were found to use WeChat to

7 A life pattern that is increasingly common among China’s workers. Under ‘two point one line’ pattern, workers
are moving between their workplaces and homes on working days, with no space for other social activities.
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facilitate information exchange. Based on the interviews, the information exchanged

among drivers is categorized into three types: firstly, real-time information about

orders, passengers, road conditions etc.; secondly, personal strategies that are

accumulated from past work experiences; thirdly, casual chats with fellow drivers

about their work and life. With access to more information – especially the first two

types – drivers’ working conditions are eased to some extent. For example, they can

move closer to geographical areas with high customer demand during off-peak hours,

avoid getting stuck in congested areas, share strategies to implicitly ask for high

ratings from passengers and avoid low ratings. However, Didi tries to counter such

worker strategies and has penetrated the WeChat by sending local staff to join drivers’

WeChat groups. After joining the WeChat groups, the Didi staff usually release

notices and interact with drivers by answering their concerns and queries. The

interactions between local staff and drivers within WeChat groups can help to enhance

their consent towards Didi’s control and alleviate drivers’ grievances, conditioning

drivers to perceive the information provided by Didi’s staff as useful for their work.

Linking to Gandini’s (2019) research, the main point of production for drivers’ work

is identified as the app. Didi uses its app to collect orders from passengers and

allocate those orders to drivers. Such flow of information is essentially unilateral, as

Didi retains the power of control on what information to share with drivers. In

addition to passively accepting the information from Didi, drivers participate in

information exchange through WeChat. Also, their participation in information
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exchange on WeChat differs in the size of WeChat groups, and drivers tend to be more

active in small WeChat groups. Within small WeChat groups, drivers can get to know

each other more easily than in big groups and they perceive their group members as

reliable and trustworthy interlocutors. Once they get access to work-related

information, they are more willing to share with their group members. Also, when

other group members perceive the shared information as useful for their work, they

are willing to share the information they have with their group members in return.

Thus, through the information exchange on WeChat, a spirit of mutual support among

fellow drivers is broadened and strengthened.

6.3.6 Collective organization

As stated before, platform workers are dispersed and fragmented in nature, and the

lack of fixed workplace separates platform workers from each other. Thus, scholars

like Graham and Anwar (2018) argue that it is difficult for platform workers to

collectively organize. However, this research shows otherwise. In this case, drivers’

‘super stickiness’ to the Didi platform has indeed produced passive consent towards

Didi’s control. In addition, as for drivers who have complaints regarding Didi’s

control, the communication with team leaders or local Didi staff helps to alleviate

such grievances. Nevertheless, in cases when drivers’ grievances cannot be solved,

WeChat offers drivers a virtual social space to collectively organize. Specifically,

drivers could utilize WeChat to share their work experiences, and especially their

grievances, with each other’s. Through drivers’ personal networks on WeChat, they
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identify fellow drivers with similar grievances. Sharing similar experiences with

fellow drivers could somehow enhances their sense of grievance and leads to informal

collective organizing activities. Having agreed to collectively organize, the size of

such collective activity can be effectively enlarged through personal networks on

WeChat. Once potential participants in collective activities are located, preparations

can be easily facilitated through setting up new WeChat groups. Then, with sufficient

preparation, the online activities can be transferred into offline physical gatherings.

The utilization of social media to facilitate collective activities is also found in Chen’s

(2018) research into China’s taxi drivers’ organization of collective activities to resist

the managerial control. Therefore, WeChat offers platform workers a useful tool to

facilitate and organize collective activities.

As for Didi drivers, their grievances mainly focus on the order allocation that directly

influence their income. As long as Didi allocates a sufficient number of orders to them,

they are unwilling to waste time on organizing or participating in collective activities.

During the interview, one collective activity organizer stated that he chose to organize

a collective activity because he thought Didi’s order allocation was unfair and Didi

did not offer him effective solution, so he had no choice but organizing that collective

activity (Interviewee 13, Didi Youxiang driver, worked for Didi for more than 3 years).

Similarly, another driver who participated in a collective activity expressed the feeling

of unfairness and disappointment towards Didi’s treatments on them (Interviewee 22,

Didi Youxiang driver, worked for Didi for about 3 years). Although that driver
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believed that his participation would not any visible change to his work, he still aimed

to participate. Primarily, due to drivers’ ‘super stickiness’ to Didi for income, they

tend to consent to Didi’s control. However, if drivers’ income is influenced by

changes in Didi’s order allocation mechanism, and they have no effective channel to

express and solve their grievances, they are ‘forced’ to collectively organize to have

their concerns heard by Didi’s upper management.

6.3.7 Conclusion

This section has analysed Didi drivers’ responses towards platform control

mechanisms. Based on the above analysis, it can be found that drivers are moving

between consent and resistance towards platform control. Primarily, most drivers are

dependent upon the Didi platform for income, and their consent towards platform

control rests with Didi’s continuous allocation of orders. With the orders allocated by

Didi, drivers have developed the belief that Didi could provide them with a stable

source of income hence consent can be formulated and maintained. Nevertheless, with

Didi is in control of the algorithms to allocate orders, changes in order allocation

algorithms could significantly influence drivers’ income. Faced with changes in order

allocation and increasing competition for securing a sufficient number of orders,

drivers have developed their own strategies to resist platform control, either

individually or collectively, with the aim of maximizing their income. In sum, since

drivers are dependent on platform for income, they have to consent to the platform

control. If they cannot find ways to earn enough income from the platform, their
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response to the platform control will then move towards resistance, thereby producing

the changing dynamics between consent and resistance.

PART 3 – THE (LOCAL) STATE

6.4 Government intervention in the Didi platform

6.4.1 Introduction

In recent years, with the proliferation of China’s digital economy especially for some

tech giants like Didi, their global expansion has attracted the Chinese government’s

attention. The recent government ban on Didi platform has shown the direct

intervention by the Chinese government in mediating the operations of platform

companies like Didi. The government ban on Didi has severely disrupted the

operations of Didi company and prevented new drivers from joining the Didi platform.

Thus, this section aims to analyse the government intervention in the Didi platform.

Principally, the Chinese government aims to accelerate the legitimization of platform

companies like Didi, and the key mechanisms Chinese government adopts to do this

include issuing licenses to platform companies and workers, monitoring the

operations of platform companies and issuing fines for any non-compliance. As

demonstrated in the interviews and other relevant secondary data, the Chinese

government exerts significant influence on the operations of platform companies like

Didi and platform workers’ labour. The following paragraphs analyse this influence in

more detail to unpack the role of state in mediating the operations of platform

companies and workers’ labour process.
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6.4.2 Legitimating the ride-hailing industry through license

The Chinese government aims to legitimate the rapidly proliferating online

ride-hailing industry whilst protecting workers’ legal rights (The Economist, 2021).

The key mechanism taken by the Chinese government is issuing licenses for both

drivers and their cars. The local authority that is responsible for issuing and managing

licenses is the transportation department. Specifically, the license for online

ride-hailing drivers qualifies them to offer ride-hailing services and the license for

their cars is to differentiate their cars from private cars so that their cars can be used

for commercial purposes. The interview data demonstrates that, while all registered

drivers have licenses that qualify them for offering online ride-hailing services, only a

limited number of drivers have licenses for their cars. This is because the LTD only

issues a limited number of licenses to drivers’ cars and a certain number of licenses

have been allocated to some local agencies so that drivers can purchase cars with

commercial licenses from local agencies in installments. The LTD is in the process of

legitimating the online ride-hailing industry in Harbin through expanding the

coverage of licensed Didi cars. To achieve the acceleration of the legitimation process,

the central transportation department has established an information platform for

publishing the statistics of licensed and unlicensed ride-hailing vehicles monthly, and

the statistics are ranked by cities (Central People’s Government of the People’s

Republic of China, 2021). Therefore, the LTD is under pressure to equip more

ride-hailing vehicles with commercial licenses.
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The acceleration of the legitimation of the online ride-hailing industry in Harbin has

influenced both Didi as a company and its drivers’ labour process. Driving on the

roads without both licenses is illegal and offenders will be fined by the LTD during

inspections. Since Didi knows that the majority of drivers do not have licenses for

their cars, if drivers get fined by the transportation department due to lacking a license,

Didi promises to reimburse drivers for payment of the fines incurred. Also, Didi has

introduced a function on the app to prevent drivers being allocated orders in areas that

carry a high risk of inspections of licenses like train stations, airports, and some

shopping centers with high traffic volume. The LTD tends to present in these areas

more frequently. In other words, the acceleration of attempts to legitimate the online

ride-hailing industry has changed Didi’s ways of operating. As those high-risk areas

are high in customer demand for ride-hailing services, Didi must allocate orders in

high-risk areas to drivers with both licenses and prevent other drivers from entering

these areas. As a consequence, Didi has adjusted its order allocation mechanism that

differentiates drivers with both licenses from drivers with only one license. As for

drivers who lack licenses for their cars, they are working with higher intensity as they

need to be extremely careful about any possible inspections by the LTD. Getting fined

by the LTD is the most worrying issue for drivers as they may lose almost one

month’s income due to the inspection process and the time needed for applying for

reimbursement from Didi. Thus, the inspection of licenses has significantly changed

drivers’ labour processes. The inspection limits drivers’ choices of orders because

they cannot drive in certain geographical areas. These areas are usually in high
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demand for online ride-hailing services especially at peak hours. When drivers are

driving in low-risk areas, they also need to be highly careful about the possible

inspections. Thus, drivers are performing multitasking with high work intensity

during the labour processes. Specifically, they need to complete each order under

Didi’s supervision and look after passengers to ensure their satisfaction. Also, they

need to pay attention to the external environment to avoid any possible inspections.

6.4.3 Government-controlled surveillance system

In China, the transportation department has established a government-controlled

surveillance system to monitor all drivers and vehicles on the roads (Central People’s

Government of the People’s Republic of China, 2018). Among all drivers and vehicles,

commercial vehicles are worthy of extra attention by the transportation department

especially at a time when the Chinese government aims to accelerate the legitimation

of the online ride-hailing industry. The government-controlled surveillance system is

made up of digital surveillance cameras across all urban roads in Harbin, which is

termed by the LTD as ‘eye in the sky’ (see below picture). Such digital surveillance

cameras are installed in all key point locations above the roads and operate 24/7, 365

days a year. In addition to the digital surveillance cameras, the LTD sends traffic

police to present on the main roads across the city at peak hours to regulate and

monitor the traffic and inspect vehicles and drivers including Didi drivers (see below

picture). Furthermore, the establishment of a government-controlled information

platform effectively integrates all surveillance data that is used for administrative
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purposes.

Figure: A traffic police presenting on the road to regulate the traffic conditions in

Harbin

Source: Taken by the author.

In contrast to Didi’s surveillance system, the government-controlled surveillance

system combines traditional human monitoring with digital monitoring. Also, through

digital technologies, all surveillance data collected from human and digital monitoring

is uploaded to the government-controlled information platform. Thus, the

government-controlled surveillance system has a wider coverage than Didi’s

surveillance system. Moreover, the LTD can fine drivers for non-compliance with

traffic rules and regulations, the mechanism that Didi drivers care most about. Though

drivers use their cars as the key production tools, the labour process cannot be
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completed without the provision of urban roads. In order to earn income, drivers have

to consent to the government-controlled surveillance that is spread all over the roads.

Hence, the government-controlled surveillance system has further intensified drivers’

labour processes, and such intensification has been extended to the time between each

fragmented labour process, because drivers are monitored all the time when driving

on the urban roads.

6.4.4 Road conditions: A hyper-complicated ‘disrupted workplace’

The urban road conditions in Harbin constitute the wider working environment that

Didi drivers are working in. Such urban road conditions are purposively designed and

constructed by the local government. As stated before, Didi drivers have been found

to work in a hyper-complicated ‘disrupted workplace’ that is not taken into

consideration by the existing research. The significance of urban road conditions in

constituting Didi drivers’ ‘disrupted workplace’ lies in how drivers must adjust their

working behaviours to complete the labour processes and remain employable on Didi

platform. In some cases, such adjustments can be big changes in drivers’ working

behaviours. Overall, the key elements that influence urban road conditions include the

traffic volume, weather conditions, road layout, and the operations of

government-controlled surveillance systems. Weather conditions are also a factor,

with snowy days common in winter in Harbin. Urban road conditions are frequently

disrupted by the ice and snow, and such disruption lasts until the end of the weather

front and the removal of ice and snow by the local government.
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Figure: A typical snowy day in Harbin

Source: Taken by the author.

The traffic congestion significantly prolongs the time it takes for drivers to complete

their jobs. If drivers encounter traffic congestion on their way to pick up passengers,

passengers’ waiting time can be increased, which may result in customer

dissatisfaction. Faced with congested roads, drivers tend to escape them to avoid

getting stuck. As for days with high snowfall, drivers have to reduce driving speed to

ensure safety, as driving safety is always emphasized by Didi during the compulsory

training sessions. Moreover, on snowy days, the LTD usually sends more staff to be

present on the roads to regulate the traffic. Thus, drivers have to work with high

intensity in snowy days to ensure safety and compliance with traffic rules.

Furthermore, the LTD has painted yellow curbs in necessary areas to prevent drivers
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from parking. These yellow curbs have forced drivers to adjust their passenger

pick-up and drop-off points, as parking in front of yellow curbs will incur a fine for

RMB 200 (£24.19) each time. When Didi directs drivers to park in front of yellow

curbs, drivers have to negotiate with passengers to change their pick-up or drop-off

points to avoid fines. Such kind of negotiation usually happens before or at the end of

drivers’ jobs and is counted as unpaid extra work for drivers. Therefore, faced with

the urban road conditions, drivers have to adjust their working behaviour to complete

their tasks, and such adjustments increase drivers’ work intensity and incur unpaid

extra work for drivers. Moreover, the urban road conditions are changing constantly,

which increases the uncertainty of the influence of urban road conditions on drivers’

labour processes.

6.4.5 Conclusion

This section has analysed the role of government intervention in shaping the

operations of the Didi platform and the labour processes experienced by drivers. This

research was conducted during a time period when Chinese government had

temporarily banned Didi from the App Store and also controlled Didi’s operations to

reduce the transmission of COVID-19. Both these events clearly illustrate the direct

intervention of the state into the operation of digital gig work. The government can

also indirectly intervene in the operation of digital gig work through various forms

like issuing fines to platform companies and workers, constructing local road

conditions, and conducting irregular monitoring and inspections of drivers. Based on
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the above analysis, the Chinese government’s intervention is characterized by

uncertainty and dynamism. Its intervention could cause diverse responses from Didi

drivers to safeguard their rights to earn income. This research has contributed to the

existing literature through unpacking the role of the Chinese state in mediating the

labour process of gig work in the online ride-hailing industry.

6.5 Chapter Summary

The central aim of this research is to analyse the mediation of gig work by digital

platforms, using a labour process perspective. Taking the leading online ride-hailing

platform in China, Didi, as the case study this research further investigates the role of

Chinese state in mediating the labour process through which such gig work is

organized. Although the existing literature has examined the digital gig work from a

labour process perspective, the local context of Harbin and drivers’ precarious

conditions offer a new geographical, institutional, and political-economic lens for

analysis. Specifically, Didi utilises the Fuwufen and bonus systems to cultivate drivers’

dependence on the platform for stable income. With the competitive nature of Didi’s

order allocation mechanism, drivers have to make an effort to maintain their Fuwufen

and secure a stable source of income. Since Didi’s digital surveillance system

monitors almost all aspects of drivers’ labour process, drivers are working under

significant pressure to complete each order while ensuring their service quality.

Moreover, Didi has established local offices and cooperates with various local

agencies hence extending its control from online to offline terrains. Such local offices
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and local agencies resemble traditional workplaces for drivers, which further enhance

the effectiveness of Didi’s control mechanisms. Gradually, drivers tend to get stuck in

the Didi platform with limited room for resistance.

Faced with Didi’s control mechanisms and increasing difficulties to earn their target

income, drivers have developed their own strategies, either individually or

collectively, to resist platform control with the aim of maximizing their income.

Drivers’ responses towards platform control mechanisms reflect changing dynamics

ranging between passive consent and resistance. That is to say, when drivers are able

to secure stable source of orders to earn their target income, they tend to consent to

Didi’s platform control. Drivers’ consent is reflected in prolonged working hours and

fixed working patterns. On the contrary, if drivers find it difficult to secure enough

orders, they tend to develop their own strategies to ease their working conditions and

increase the possibility of getting more orders allocated. Drivers’ responses confirm

the trend of Chinese gig workers’ reliance on platforms for income, best conveyed by

the term ‘super-stickiness’, which captures the conditions of platform workers in the

ride-hailing industry.

The role of the state in mediating the labour processes of drivers’ work has become

evident in the cases of the government ban on Didi and the temporary control of

people’s movements to reduce the transmission of COVID-19. The Chinese

government directly intervenes in the operations of platform companies and platform
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workers’ work since the Chinese government aims to accelerate the legitimization of

platform companies in response to the proliferation of the digital economy in China.

Since the Chinese government intervention is uncertain and evolving, drivers have to

adjust their labour processes to show compliance and avoid getting fined by the local

and national authorities. However, such compliance somehow increases drivers’ work

intensity and further complicates the organization and experience of the platform

labour process at Didi.
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Chapter 7 Discussion and conclusion

This chapter provides a concrete summary of the whole thesis and specifies the

contributions of this research to the existing literature. Based on the summary of the

contributions of this research, this chapter will then outline the platform regime that is

created by Didi in Harbin. This chapter follows by analysing the limitations of this

research and identifying some possible future research directions that can remedy

these limitations and expand on the contributions.

7.1 Summary of this research

This research explores a new kind of employment that is powered by online platforms.

Taking the leading Chinese online ride-hailing platform, Didi, as the case study, this

research explores how online platforms mediate the labour process and the correlated

form of control over the workforce as well as the forms of resistance that these

produce. Moreover, the research also explores the role of the state in mediating the

labour process, a factor that is largely overlooked in the existing literature. This

research is conducted during a period characterized by both the COVID-19 pandemic

and the government ban on Didi platform due to its threat to the national data security.

This period offers a unique opportunity for the researcher to unpack the role of the

state in mediating the labour process of drivers’ work. In sum, the core focus of this

research is to use perspectives on control and resistance to investigate how online

platforms mediate the labour process of gig workers in the ride-hailing sector, and the

role of the state in how relationships of control and resistance are mediated in the
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platform economy.

7.2 Didi platform regime in Harbin

This research has unpacked the complexity of Didi’s production relations in Harbin.

Based on the labour process theory and politics of production framework, this

research outlines and explains the labour regime created by Didi in Harbin.

Considering the local context, such labour regime is deemed to differentiate from

similar platforms like Uber in the west. Specifically, the labour regime created by

Didi in Harbin is characterized by the following perspectives:

Firtstly, as for the perspective of control, it can be found that the effectiveness of

Didi’s control mechanisms largely attributes to drivers’ stickiness to Didi. That is to

say, the majority of Didi drivers needs Didi for income, and Didi’s provision of

income sources (i.e., allocation of orders) largely determines drivers’ consent to

control. Such consent is built upon the conditions that the majority of Didi drivers in

Harbin acts as Huzhu for families. The role of household owners equips drivers with

strong responsibilities to earn income for their families. However, considering the

background of these drivers as low-skilled, they cannot find suitable jobs to secure

stable sources of income. Under such circumstances, drivers regard Didi as a stable

source of income, through which drivers’ dependence and stickiness to Didi are

cultivated. Compared with Uber drivers in the western countries, the social

characteristics of Didi drivers in Harbin are quite special and Uber drivers’
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dependence on the platform for income is lower than Didi drivers in Harbin.

Several of Didi’s control mechanisms focus on drivers’ working time. Different from

Uber, Didi’s control on drivers covers their current working time, future working time,

and even non-working time. Specifically, drivers’ dependence on Didi for income has

conquered the flexibility brought by platform work. As a result, Didi drivers have to

continuously transform their non-working time and future time into working time

based on their physical conditions. Such control on working time has cultivated a

fixed working pattern for drivers who rely on Didi for income. Thus, while Uber’s

control is limited to each fragmented labour process, Didi’s control has exceeded the

boundary of each labour process and covers the non-working time in between each

labour process and future working time.

With regard to the mode of control, Didi has created an innovative mode that

combines digital control with traditional forms of control by Didi’s staff members.

While other major ride-hailing platform companies like Uber focuses on developing

its digital infrastructure to control drivers, Didi has also established local offices and

cooperated with local agencies to manage drivers. Different from Uber that utilizes

algorithms to perform managerial function, there is a trend for resurgence of utilizing

physical managerial staff in Didi. Such mode of management could exert control

more directly on drivers and effectively supplement the digital control mechanisms.

Moreover, the presence of physical staff offers Didi drivers a channel for seeking
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support and resolving their grievance.

Secondly, as for drivers’ responses to Didi’s control, they aim to consent to Didi’s

control conditioning they are receiving sufficient numbers of orders to earn their

target income. As long as Didi allocates enough orders to drivers to earn their target

income, they are not likely to resist Didi’s control. In other words, Didi drivers’

responses to control is mainly consent due to their dependence on Didi for income.

While there are increasing cases of Uber drivers’ unrest, Didi’s drivers’ collective

activities are merely occasional and rare in Harbin (Dudley et al., 2017). Moreover,

Didi drivers’ grievance can be resolved or prevented through constant provision of

orders. In other words, as long as Didi drivers can access to sufficient number of

orders, they are unlikely to waste time to organize or participate in collective activities

and most of their energy and time are to be used to complete orders. However, for

platform workers in the west, they focus more on their legal rights as formal workers,

and such legal rights are largely neglected by Didi drivers in Harbin.

As discussed before, Didi drivers use WeChat for information exchange on a daily

basis. Similarly, more and more platform workers are using social media software for

the same purpose. However, the intention for drivers to use social media softwarte

and the types of information being exchanged on social media are different between

Didi and Uber. As for Didi drivers in Harbin, they usually share information regarding

orders, experiences and strategies for securing orders, which again reflect their
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stickiness to Didi for income. When it comes to Uber drivers, they tend to use social

media to organize collective activities (Kaine and Josserand, 2019; Maffie, 2020).

Although Didi drivers have used WeChat to organize some collective activities, their

usage of social media focus more on the work itself. Such intention for using social

media to get more orders to complete lies in Didi drivers’ background and dependence

on Didi for income, the condition that is different from Uber in the west.

Thirdly, the factor of Chinese state has played a key role in shaping the Didi platform

regime in Harbin. Since this research was conducted during the government ban on

Didi and the continuous government lockdown restrictions to control the COVID-19

pandemic, the period when Chinese state exerts significant impact on both Didi and

drivers. This unique context differentiates the Didi platform regime from the labour

regimes in other national contexts. Compared with the western countries that Uber

operate in, the significance of the Chinese state lies in its power of directly controlling

Didi’s operations and constant monitoring and regulating its business practices.

Specifically, the Chinese state is able to cease Didi’s operations and monitor and

collect Didi’s user data. Also, with the Chinese state’s plan to accelerate the

legitimation of the online ride-hailing industry, it is predicted for the monitoring and

control on Didi to be further strengthened in the future. Thus, the Chinese state acts as

a further layer of control on both Didi and drivers, such control is long-lasting,

dynamic, and powerful.



229

To sum up, this research has outlined a labour regime that is created and shaped by

Didi, drivers, and central and local Chinese state. Such labour regime differs from the

ones in other institutional contexts and expands on our understandings of the labour

regime and production politics. The next section moves onto detailing the exact

contributions this research has made to the existing gig work literature.

7.3 Contributions of this research

The key contribution of this research is the elaboration of labour process theory

through the case study of Didi in Harbin, Heilongjiang province during the time

period of the COVID-19 pandemic and the government ban on Didi platform.

Moreover, this research contributes to the gig economy literature by outlining and

explaining the Didi platform regime in Harbin and comparing such labour regime

with the western studies. Although the findings of this research confirm the existing

scholarly findings on forms of control exercised by online platforms over the

workforce and related forms of workers’ resistance, the data collected in the novel

research context and during the specific time period generates up-to-date insights and

expands on the extant literature. In order to specify the exact contributions of this

research, the following sections organize the discussion of the research contributions

based on the three key themes: control, resistance and the state. Each section will first

provide the overview of the field of inquiry and then specify the contributions this

thesis makes to the understanding of this area.
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7.3.1 Control

Firstly, with reference to the literature on the forms of control deployed by platform

companies, research in both Western and Chinese contexts have found that platform

companies are exerting new kinds of digital control. In the literature on Western

contexts, scholars highlight the flexibility of working for online platforms (Anwar and

Graham, 2021; Lehdonvirta, 2018). As regards gig work in the service industry

specifically, scholars like Gurvich et al. (2019) and Scholz (2013) argue for the

autonomy of gig workers due to their status classification as independent contractors.

Their arguments for gig workers’ autonomy focus in particular on working hours and

workers’ freedom to accept or reject work tasks allocated by platforms. However, due

to surging customer demand during peak hours, platform companies have to control

workers’ flexibility over working hours and their freedom to reject orders in order to

meet customer demand (Griesbach et al., 2019; Shapiro, 2018).

In this sense, literature in Western contexts has further explored control strategies that

are widely adopted by platform companies in the service industry (Shapiro, 2018; Lee

et al., 2015; Rosenblat et al., 2017). These common control strategies include tracking

workers’ performance to optimize future work allocation, dynamic pricing and

personalized rewards to incentivize workers to meet customer demand, customer

ratings and evaluations to ensure service quality and limiting information availability

to constrain workers from making fully-informed decisions. The identification of

these common control strategies in the Western literature provides a solid foundation
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for Chinese literature to expand on the platform control. The emergent strand of

Chinese literature on the platform economy and platform labour incorporates the

market environment and social characteristics of gig workers to analyse the control

mechanisms adopted by platform companies (Chan, 2021; Chan et al., 2021; Chen

and Qiu, 2019; Chen and Sun, 2020; Sun and Chen, 2021; Sun, 2019; Sun et al.,

2021).

The Chinese literature on platform control encompasses studies of the control

mechanisms adopted by both ride-hailing platforms and food delivery platforms (Li,

2021; Qi and Li, 2020; Sun, 2019; Sun et al., 2021; Wu and Li, 2019; Wu et al., 2019).

Among these platforms, the leading ride-hailing platform, Didi, and leading food

delivery platforms, Ele.me and Meituan, attract scholars’ attention. Similar to the

Western literature on platform control, the Chinese literature has also found both

online ride-hailing and food delivery platforms adopt piece-rate payment,

performance related bonuses, customer evaluations etc. to control workers (Li, 2021;

Sun, 2019; Wu and Li, 2019; Wu et al., 2019). Nevertheless, in addition to analysing

these common platform control mechanisms, Chinese scholars have further

distinguished between full-time gig workers and gig workers with other sources of

income (Wu et al., 2019). Also, Chinese scholars have linked the social conditions of

Chinese gig workers with the specific rationale behind companies’ platform control

mechanisms. Specifically, the existing Chinese literature has pointed out that the vast

majority of gig workers on ride-hailing and food delivery platforms are male and
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reliant on platforms for income. Their self-identification as Huzhu (household owners)

incentivizes them to earn as much income as they can to support their families.

Drawing attention to this state of affairs, the Chinese literature has shown a strong

correlation between platform control mechanisms and gig workers’ specific social

conditions (Chan, 2021; Chan et al., 2021; Chen and Sun, 2020; Sun and Chen, 2021;

Sun, 2019; Sun et al., 2021). Moreover, the Chinese literature has shed light on how

management through local agencies extends digital control for both ride-hailing and

food delivery platforms (Sun and Chen, 2021; Lei, 2021; Wu et al., 2019). Thus, the

Chinese literature has both similarities and differences compared with Western

literature in terms of the way it frames and understands control.

This research contributes to the existing literature through providing a more

comprehensive and detailed analysis of how a specific platform, Didi, exerts control

over gig workers and how Didi constitutes a platform regime in China.

Firstly, this research finds the key features of Didi’s control mechanisms to be

completeness, precision, and continuousness. Based on these features, Didi is

identified as highly efficient in controlling workers. The existing literature has

analysed some common control mechanisms adopted by platform companies

individually. However, in this research, when different control mechanisms are

considered as a whole, the effectiveness of platform control could be exaggerated, and

it is found that individual control mechanisms can supplement each other in a more
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profound sense than currently captured in the existing literature.

Secondly, this research demonstrates the link between Didi’s leading market position

and its control mechanisms. This focus unpacks the rationale behind Didi’s control as

resting in the attempt to cultivate drivers’ dependence on the platform for income,

transforming flexible working time into fixed, excessively prolonging working time in

order to meet increasing customer demand, and stratifying drivers into different

performance levels in order to retain drivers with good performance. The association

of these control mechanisms with the market position of the case company represents

a relationship that is not currently covered in the existing literature. In this sense, this

research has filled a gap.

Thirdly, although the existing literature analyses platform control within the context

of gig workers’ labour process, the analysis of Didi’s control presented here is not

limited to the labour process itself (Gandini, 2019). This research argues that Didi’s

struggle for control has exceeded the boundaries of the labour process to increasingly

incorporate drivers’ non-working time and even their future working time. For

instance, the research reports here demonstrate the transformation of drivers’

non-working time into working time due to the incentive of daily bonuses and drivers’

intention to maintain their Fuwufen score.

Fourthly, this research regarded Didi’s pursuit of control as the basis of drivers’
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consent and resistance due to the creation of understandings of perceived fairness and

the cultivation of drivers’ dependence on Didi for income. The existing literature has

analysed the production of gig workers’ consent and resistance to some extent, but

this literature has largely not linked the rationale of platform control to issues of

workers’ consent and resistance (Purcell and Brook, 2020). Building up such a link

can help better understand the dynamics of Didi’s struggle for control and the

resistance of workers in response.

Fifthly, this research proposes the increasing relevance of a new mode of control that

combines digital platform control with traditional offline control. Such a mode of

control uses the online platform as the key arena for exerting control, but

simultaneously extends its control from online space to offline terrain in the form of

establishing local offices and cooperating with local agencies to control workers

directly. Whilst the existing literature has touched upon the topic of management

through local agencies by platform companies, this research expands on prior findings

by uncovering an increasing trend among management of platform companies to

combine digital control with traditional management styles in new ways.

7.3.2 Resistance

As for the literature on gig workers’ resistance, literature in both Western and Chinese

contexts have covered different forms of individual and collective resistance

organized by gig workers (Chen, 2018; Irani and Silberman, 2013; Lei, 2021;
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Lehdonvirta, 2016; Liu and Friedman, 2021; Sun, 2019; Wood et al., 2018; Yin et al.,

2016). Primarily, the existing literature argues that gig workers tend to consent to

platform control to earn their expected income, and such consent can be reflected in

working overtime to complete more work tasks and working at high intensity to

satisfy platform companies’ quality standards (Wood et al., 2019). However, the tight

platform control and increasing competition among gig workers makes it difficult for

them to earn their expected income. It is under such circumstances that forms of

resistance come about. The literature arising from Western contexts has pointed to the

barriers gig workers face in organizing collective activities, namely the lack of a fixed

workplace and the fragmented and dispersed character of gig work (Graham and

Anwar; 2018; Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman; 2013). Nevertheless, Western

scholars have also noted the possibilities for gig workers to organize collective

activities online (Diamond and Freeman, 2002). They have argued that the Internet

could overcome the constraints on physical proximity among gig workers and act as a

mean for them to exchange information with each other effectively. Moreover, due to

the increasing prevalence of social media, Western scholars have found widespread

use of social media among gig workers to collectively organize (Wood et al., 2018).

When it comes to Chinese literature on gig workers’ resistance, there is a pervading

focus on discussing the individual and collective strategies developed by gig workers

to ease their working conditions and maximize their income (Lei, 2021; Liu and

Friedman, 2021; Sun, 2019). Due to the information asymmetry between platform
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companies and workers, Chinese gig workers tend to reverse some of that imbalance

by sharing their work experiences with one another so as to collectively resist

platform control and maximize their income (Lei, 2021; Liu and Friedman, 2021; Sun,

2019). In other words, the ultimate intention of Chinese gig workers’ resistance is

increasing their income, which reflects further their ‘stickiness’ i.e., their dependence

on the platform (Sun et al., 2021). Moreover, the existing literature has found that

Chinese gig workers increasingly rely on social media, WeChat, to collectively resist

platform control (Li, 2021; Sun, 2019). Resonating with Western scholars’ studies of

how gig workers use social media to collectively organize, a similar phenomenon has

been found by Chinese scholars focused on how gig workers use WeChat to exchange

information and organize collective activities. Through WeChat, workers offer mutual

support with each other, and a ‘digital collectivism’ facilitated by WeChat is emerging

among Chinese gig workers (Chen, 2018).

Building upon the existing literature on resistance in gig work, one contribution of

this research is to unpack the changing dynamics of workers’ consent and resistance

towards platform control. Existing literature has analysed the forms of gig workers’

resistance and the conditions under which workers’ resistance is produced. However,

the existing literature has tended to overlook the correlation between workers’ consent

and resistance. This research expanded on the existing literature to discuss the

transformation from resistance to consent and the conditions under which such

transformation tends to happen.



237

The research presented here demonstrates that Didi drivers’ resistance tend to arise

when they cannot secure a sufficient number of orders to earn their target income, or

their order allocation is negatively influenced by a decrease in their Fuwufen score.

When drivers are unsatisfied with their order allocation, they can make efforts to

maintain their Fuwufen score in order to be prioritized for the allocation of orders and

communicate with Didi to pursue possibilities to regain their lost Fuwufen. By means

of such mechanisms, drivers transform their grievance to consent and get more orders

allocated through constantly improving their performance.

Secondly, as previously mentioned, existing literature analyses the forms of workers’

resistance, the production of workers’ resistance and the strategies developed by

workers to resist control. However, the existing literature tends to overlook the

strategies deployed by platform companies to prevent workers’ resistance and the

mechanisms they use to resolve workers’ resistance. This research expands the focus

of existing literature to enquire after the possibility of preventing workers from

resisting control and resolving workers’ resistance through the establishment of

proper communication channels. For instance, in this research, there were multiple

channels, both online and offline, for drivers to seek support from the platform,

including the chatbox in the app, the Didi hotline, team leaders and local Didi staff.

Via these channels, team leaders and local Didi staff acted as the first point of contact

when drivers had concerns about their orders and payment. This research also finds

that Didi drivers’ grievances can be solved by team leaders and local Didi staff’s
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timely response. Such responses can effectively relieve drivers’ feelings of grievance

and prevent disruptive forms of resistance. In cases where team leaders and local Didi

staff cannot solve drivers’ grievance, they can contact Didi through the hotline or send

texts in the apps. The existing literature contains some insights on how platforms seek

to resolve workers’ grievance through local agencies, but the research presented here

expands on the existing literature by including a more comprehensive survey of the

mechanisms by which Didi prevents and resolves drivers’ resistance (Lei, 2021).

Thirdly, existing literature argues for the effectiveness of social media in enabling

workers to facilitate and organize collective activities. Building upon the existing

literature on using WeChat to facilitate and organize collective activities, this research

finds the penetration of platform companies into WeChat communities in order to

intervene in the workers’ organization of collective activities. Specifically, the

research finds that Didi sends local staff as representatives to drivers’WeChat groups.

Within WeChat groups, the local staff communicates with drivers, posts

announcements, answers drivers’ queries, and monitors their views towards Didi.

Sending staff members to drivers’ WeChat groups is a way to penetrate their online

space for facilitating and organizing collective activities, enabling the platform to

control drivers’ response directly. Such penetration has been overlooked by the

existing literature.
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7.3.3 The state

The state’s mediation of the gig work labour process has been overlooked by the

existing literature – a gap this research contributes to filling. The research is

conducted during a period characterized by the COVID-19 pandemic and the Chinese

government ban on Didi platform, a time when the state becomes much more

significant in intervening in the operations of Didi and drivers’ work. Emphasising

this significance and putting the state at the centre of the labour process, this research

contributes the following knowledge to the literature on the mediation of gig work in

online platforms.

Firstly, this research shows how a ‘dual control’ is exerted on workers by both the

online platform and the Chinese state. Such dual control illustrates a triangular

relationship between the platform company, the Chinese state, and gig workers.

Under such a triangular relationship, gig workers are subject to control from both

platform companies and the Chinese state, while the Chinese state can also control the

operations of platform companies. This resonates with existing literature deploying

the concept of ‘dual control’ to describe situations such as manufacturing where

temporary workers are controlled both by the temporary agency for which they work

and by the client firm (Gottfried 1992; Andrijasevic and Sacchetto 2017). This

triangular relationship has typically been conceptualized with reference to the

relationship between the firm, the temporary work agency, and the worker, omitting
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the role of the state in regulating such interaction (Coe et al., 2010). This research

puts the state back in.

Secondly, this research argues that the Chinese state mediates gig workers’ working

environment through constructing a complicated ‘disrupted workplace’ (Liu, 2022;

Wang and Li, 2017). By this is meant that, in relation to the online ride-hailing

industry, the local government designs and regulates the key elements of drivers’

working environment: the road layout, traffic rules and regulations, as well as

installing a government-controlled surveillance system. Working in such a

complicated and disrupted workplace, drivers must adjust their working behaviours

and remain highly cautious throughout the labour processes to avoid fines and

penalties. Such state mediation of workers’ working environment resulted in changes

to workers’ working behaviours, which in turn highlights the third contribution of this

research.

Thirdly, this research showed that the Chinese state changes not only the behaviours

of gig workers, but the intensity at which they work. Due to newly enforced rules and

regulations impacting upon the online ride-hailing industry, Didi drivers have to

adjust their working behaviours to ensure compliance with relevant rules and

regulations, whilst simultaneously complete their work tasks to ensure customer

satisfaction. In other words, Didi drivers have to consent to both the platform and

state control to remain employable, which resulted in high work intensity.
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Fourthly, this research finds that the mediation by the Chinese state is subject to

change, which serves to amplify gig workers’ precarious conditions. The Chinese

government is in the process of regulating and controlling the proliferating digital

economy and platform companies. With regard to the online ride-hailing industry, the

Chinese government is accelerating the legitimization of this industry and enforcing

COVID-related measures to control the transmission of the novel virus. With the

development of the industrial legitimization and COVID situations, the Chinese

government is highly likely to change its control mechanisms, which could cause

different mediations of the platform labour process to arise. To conclude, the Chinese

state actively shapes the mediation of the platform labour process and the gig work it

involves. Such mediation further complicates the Didi platform regime in Harbin, the

one that this research outlines and explains. This research contributes to the existing

literature by unpacking the complex and complicated forms this relationship of

mediation assumes.

7.4 Limitations of this research

Overall, the research presented in this thesis contributes towards the development of

the emerging literature on this topic, exploring the labour process of gig work from

the perspectives of control and resistance. Whilst the research expands the existing

literature on the labour process of gig work, a single case study incorporated the

collection of a limited amount of data in Harbin represents a constraint in terms of the

generalization of findings. Nevertheless, despite the unique characteristics of Didi in
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Harbin, the findings gained from this research are generalizable to other cities whose

Didi platforms are in similar development conditions.

In addition, the research encounters difficulty in accessing local government

representatives to act as interviewees or informants. This means that the findings are

reliant on interviews with Didi drivers and Didi staff as well as secondary sources in

order to map how digital platforms and the state mediate the labour process. As a

consequence, the richness of the findings is reduced, and significant practices might

have been overlooked. It is also worth considering the limitations of studying Didi

alone. The case study of Didi is unique due to it possessing the leading market

position, the largest user base, and the distinction of having been subject to a recent

government ban. That is to say Didi acts as a typical online ride-hailing platforms,

the findings gained through examining Didi are generalizable to other similar

ride-hailing platforms. However, this research did not examine other types of

platforms like food delivery platforms that existing scholars pay attention to. Such

omission again decreases the generalizability of the research findings.

Finally, this research is conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic and the

government ban on Didi. The specificities of this time period allow the researcher to

gain unique insights into the role of the state and online platforms in mediating the

labour process in the online ride-hailing industry. Nevertheless, with shifts in the

spread and regulation of COVID-19 situations and new government intervention, the
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mediation performed by the platform and the state is likely to change as well. In other

words, the findings of this research might well transpire to be specific to a limited

time period.

7.5 Future research directions

Taking the findings of this research forward in order to expand on the contributions

made, there are some possible future research directions we can close by proposing.

Firstly, this research uses Didi as the single case study to explore how online

platforms and the state mediate the gig work labour process. As can be seen from the

interview data, Didi is updating its control mechanisms to increase the effectiveness,

precision, and coverage of its control over drivers. With the continuous expansion of

Didi and the emergence of other smaller ride-hailing platforms, Didi’s control

mechanisms are anticipated to change further. Thus, future research needs to track

these further developments and do so as these are implemented both online and

offline. In addition, it would be useful to focus on other platforms apart from Didi, to

understand whether Didi’s case is unique, or whether other platforms are developing

comparable control mechanisms. Examining the control mechanisms adopted by other

platforms can expand our understandings of the labour process across digital

platforms. Also, future research could investigate how generalizable the Didi platform

regime is to other types of platform work in other cities or geographical regions.
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Secondly, as for gig workers’ resistance, this research generates data regarding

resistance through interviews with Didi drivers. However, the majority of the Didi

drivers participating in this research were experienced drivers with approximately 3 to

5 years working for Didi and other similar ride-hailing platforms. These drivers have

used their work experiences to develop strategies to individually or collectively resist

Didi’s control mechanisms. Strategies developed through working for Didi for several

years are especially effective for resisting Didi’s control and easing their precarious

working conditions. As for less experienced drivers, especially those who have been

with the Didi platform for less than a year, such work experiences are lacking, and

they thus may need to find alternative ways to resist Didi’s control. Therefore, future

research could collect some data from less experienced gig workers or new comers to

examine the repertoire of practices through which they resist platform control.

Moreover, the interviews with Didi drivers were conducted during the COVID-19

pandemic, a period when customer demand for ride-hailing services decreased

significantly and some interviewees were isolating at home due to local governments’

requirements. During interviews with drivers, the researcher observed that their

response to Didi’s control mechanisms was often largely influenced by the COVID-19

pandemic. Thus, it may well be worth conducting follow-up interviews with drivers

after the COVID-19 pandemic when their working conditions return to normal, in

order to examine the changing forms of resistance that develop after the pandemic.
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Thirdly, this research has unpacked how the state complicates and enhances the

existing forms of platform control. The Chinese government constrains Didi so as to

force a process of legimization upon the online ride-hailing industry, accelerating its

development as well as strengthening the state’s governance of its data. However, it

needs to be noted that the legitimization of the online ride-hailing industry is in the

early stage in China, especially in Harbin. With the progression of the legitimization

of the online ride-hailing industry, the Chinese government is likely to intervene in

this industry in other ways to different extents. Therefore, future research could

examine the changing role of the state in mediating the labour process of gig work in

the online ride-hailing industry and whether government intervention will impact all

platforms within this industry or whether it is limited to one case only. Furthermore, it

might be worthwhile for future research to explore the role of state actions at different

levels on the labour process of gig work.

Finally, while this research explored how online platforms and the state mediate the

labour process, mediation is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon. Although

online platforms and the state are regarded as two pivotal factors in mediating the

labour process of gig work, there are other factors that mediate this labour process too.

For instance, in this research, the social conditions and circumstances of gig workers

tend to influence their response towards control by the platform. Hence, future

research could elaborate on the findings of this research and examine how do the

specific social conditions of gig workers mediate their resistance against platform
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control.
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Appendix 1 Interview schedule

Part 1 Interview schedule for Didi drivers

Preamble

1. Informed consent form for the participants to sign;

2. Asking for permission to record the interview.

Interview questions

Background information

1. How old are you?

2. Where do you originally come from?

3. How long have you been living in Harbin?

4. Do you have urban Hukou?

5. Are you married? If so, do you have a child?

6. Do you have any caring responsibilities?

Employment status

7. Are you a full-time or part-time Didi driver? If you are a part-time

Didi driver, what’s your other job(s)?

8. Which type(s) of ride-hailing service(s) are you offering at Didi?

Why you choose to offer this type(s) of service(s)?

9. How long have you been working as a Didi driver?

10. What’s your job(s) before working at Didi?

Working conditions

11. What do you think about your work as a Didi driver in general?
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Why you choose to work as a Didi driver?

12. What are the requirements to become a Didi driver and provide your

chosen type(s) of service(s)?

13. Do you need to sign any contract with Didi before you start your

driving? If so, which kind of contract you need to sign? In what form?

14. How long do you usually drive each working day? Are you able to

drive whenever you want? Why do you choose to drive for these hours each

working day? What factor(s) influence your choice of working time?

15. Which area(s) do you usually drive? Are you able to drive wherever

you want? What factor(s) influence your choice of driving areas?

16. What do you think about your current income? What’s the

composition of your income? Are you satisfied with your current income?

17. How do you receive your income for your completed orders? Can

you receive them once you complete your orders? Is there any delay for

receiving your income?

18. What bonuses do Didi offer for you? What do you think about Didi’s

offer of bonuses?

19. In general, what do you need to do to get your target income?

20. What do you think about your order completion during peak hours?

Is it easy to earn more money during peak hours? What are the factors

influencing your order completion during peak hours?

21. What do you think about the design of Didi app? Is Didi app easy to
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use? How long have you spent learning to use Didi app? Do you have any

suggestions for Didi to improve its app design?

22. Are there any rules or regulations set up by Didi that you have to

comply with? If so, what do you think about these rules and regulations?

23. Did you install the Jushitong (surveillance camera) in your car?

What do you think about Didi’s surveillance technologies like video and audio

recordings? Are there any other surveillance technologies adopted by Didi?

What’s the influence of these surveillance technologies on your work?

24. How do you contact with Didi company? How often do you contact

with Didi company? In what forms and for what reasons?

25. Is it easy for you to find or receive enough orders on Didi to earn

your target income? What do you need to do to receive enough orders on Didi

to earn your target income?

26. What do you think about the customer ratings and reviews? Are

customer ratings and reviews directly related to your income and continuous

work opportunities on Didi?

27. Have you tried to please your customers in order to receive good

reviews and ratings? If so, what’s your intention to do so? Are you willing to

do that?

28. What do you think about the training offered by Didi? What are the

contents of Didi’s training? How often does Didi require you to attend the

training? In what forms?
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29. Have you ever been suspended from driving on Didi? If so, how

long was it? Why were you suspended from driving on Didi? What’s the

influence of Didi’s suspension on your work?

Collective organization

30. Have you ever heard about any news on Didi drivers’ strikes? What

do you think about these news?

31. Have you attended any collective actions for Didi drivers? If so,

how do you know about these collective actions? How do you participate in

these collective actions? What’s your reasons for participation?

32. Do you use any social media or other discussion forums to exchange

information and share working experiences with other Didi drivers? What do

you think about the social media or other discussion forums? What’s the

influence of social media or other discussion forums on your work?

Government intervention

33. Do you know about any governmental regulations or policies on

Didi company? If so, how do these governmental regulations and policies

influence your work?

34. Do you know about any changes made by Didi due to governmental

regulations or policies? If so, can you provide me with some details of these

changes? What’s the influence of these changes on your work?

35. In your experiences, is your work influenced by the local authorities

like the local transportation department? If so, could you provide some details
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of such influence?

36. Have you been fined by the local transportation department? If so,

could you tell me more about the fine by the local transportation department?

Follow-up questions

37. Are you happy to continue working as a Didi driver? If not, what’s

your future career plans?

38. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your working

experiences at Didi?

If you have any questions regarding today’s interview or if you require further

information, feel free to contact me. Here are my contact details: mobile:

13796059377/WeChat: xrf142857/e-mail: runfeng.xing@bristol.ac.uk

Part 2 Interview schedule for Didi staff

Preamble

1. Informed consent form for the participant to sign;

2. Asking for permission to record the interview.

Interview questions

Background information

1. What’s your current job title in Didi company? What’s your job

responsibility?

2. What’s the main objectives of your job?

3. Are you facing with any difficulties or challenges in your job? If so,

mailto:runfeng.xing@bristol.ac.uk
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please provide some details of the difficulties or challenges that you are

currently facing with.

Didi’s management on drivers

4. How does Didi check registered users to allow them to start driving?

What’s the requirements to become a Didi driver?

5. How does Didi calculate drivers’ payment? Why Didi calculates

payment in this way?

6. When does Didi usually process drivers’ payment?

7. Except the payment to drivers, is there anything else that Didi

provides for drivers like driving insurance?

8. How does Didi ensure that there are sufficient drivers available for

completing orders during peak hours?

9. How does Didi ensure that there are sufficient drivers available for

completing orders within the busy areas?

10. Who is responsible for designing and updating the Didi app? How

do they design and update the Didi app? What’s the rationale behind the

platform design and updates?

11. How does Didi distribute orders to drivers? What’s the rationale

behind it?

12. What do you think about the customer ratings and reviews?

13. How does Didi use customer ratings and reviews to manage drivers’

working behaviours? What’s the rationale behind it?
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14. How does Didi contact drivers? How often does Didi contact drivers?

In which forms and for what reasons?

15. How does Didi review drivers’ working license and how often?

16. What are Didi’s strategies for customer satisfaction?

17. How does Didi train drivers? Who is responsible for training? Why

does Didi train drivers in this way?

Didi’s response to government interventions

18. Are there any government regulations or policies that Didi needs to

comply with? If so, how do these governmental regulations and policies

influence Didi’s daily operations?

19. How does Didi respond to governmental regulations or policies? Are

there any changes made by Didi due to governmental regulations or policies?

If so, in what forms and for what reasons?

20. What do you think about these governmental regulations or policies?

Follow-up questions

21. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your working

experiences at Didi?

22. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about Didi?

If you have any questions regarding today’s interview or if you require further

information, feel free to contact me. Here are my contact details: mobile:

13796059377/WeChat: xrf142857/e-mail: runfeng.xing@bristol.ac.uk

mailto:runfeng.xing@bristol.ac.uk
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Appendix 3: Codes

Category 1: Platform control

1. Entry requirements: the requirements to register as a Didi driver.

1.1 Differences in entry requirements: Didi has set up different entry

requirements for different kinds of Didi drivers. In general, the entry

requirements for Didi Express drivers are quite low and the entry requirements

for Didi Premier drivers are higher. For example, to become a Didi Express

driver in Harbin, what you need are a car, a driving license, and a no criminal

record. However, to become a Didi Premier driver, you also need to be

younger than 40, have a level B car, prepare a suit and Bluetooth headset, pass

the training and entrance exam etc.

1.2 Periodic inspection of Didi drivers: Didi is conducting periodic inspection

on both drivers and their cars, usually happens when drivers come to attend

the compulsory training sessions.

2. Fuwufen: A mark that represents the overall performance of drivers. It is shown

clearly on drivers’ app. Fuwufen is regarded by Didi drivers as the most important

indicator on Didi platform as it influences the allocation of orders. The general

performance indicators of Fuwufen are number of orders completed per day and

per month, working hours, seniority, customer ratings and evaluations etc. Drivers

with high seniority tend to have high Fuwufen. Low customer ratings and

customer complaints can result in the decrease in Fuwufen directly.
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2.1 Changes in Fuwufen: Drivers’ Fuwufen can be increased or decreased,

depending on drivers’ performance.

2.2 Recover of decreased Fuwufen: Once Fuwufen has been decreased, drivers

need to work harder to recover the lost Fuwufen. According to a Didi driver in

Harbin, it usually takes one month to regain 1 unit of Fuwufen, depending on

that the driver works hard in that month.

2.3 Poor customer evaluation: Poor customer ratings and evaluations can result

in decrease in Fuwufen directly, which Didi drivers care most about.

2.4 Customer complaints: Customer complaints can result in decrease in

Fuwufen after Didi’s inspection and Didi judges that it is driver’s duty. Drivers

can contact Didi and explain the reasons for causing such complaints.

3. Allocation of orders: Didi has set up algorithms to allocate orders. Overall,

Didi’s allocation of orders is different during peak hours and off-peak hours.

3.1 Allocation during peak hours: In the main city zone in Harbin, there are

always difficulties for passengers to hail a car (which is called ‘Dachenan’ in

Chinese), especially during peak hours, Didi endeavors to get all orders

allocated so that all passengers can be satisfied. Thus, Didi’s priority during

peak hours is getting all orders allocated and there tend to be more orders than

available drivers during peak hours, so Didi is allocating orders to nearby

drivers and sometimes to distant drivers, despite their Fuwufen.

3.2 Allocation priority during off-peak hours: During off-peak hours, the
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number of orders is decreased and there are often a lot of drivers waiting for

orders. At this time, Didi allocates orders mainly based on drivers’ Fuwufen

scores.

3.3 Rejection of orders: According to drivers’ experiences, they won’t reject

orders because rejecting orders will influence their Fuwufen.

3.4 Dispute regarding order allocation: There is a dispute between drivers with

license and without license regarding the issue of order allocation. Since

Drivers with operational license are paying higher fees (car with high

configurations, annual license fee, commercial car insurance), they need more

orders to cover the high fees and they want Didi to prioritize them to allocate

orders. According to a driver who has the operational license, Didi had

prioritized them for allocating orders for a period of time after a collective

appeal then resumed the normal allocation method. This has caused discontent

to drivers with the operational license, so there is a such dispute between

drivers with license and without license.

4. Hotspot on Didi map: Didi has its own map on the app and there are real time

hotspots on the map that shows the movements of active Didi users (passengers).

4.1 Drivers’ constant search for hotspot: When Didi drivers are waiting for

orders to be allocated, they may choose to drive to hotspot areas to increase

the possibility of receiving orders, because although Didi is allocating orders

based on drivers’ Fuwufen, to reduce passengers’ waiting time, they also need
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to find nearby drivers to allocate orders if drivers with high Fuwufen is distant

to passengers.

5. Bonus: Didi offers drivers bonus on a daily basis, and the bonus can be divided

into two categories, the first kind of bonus is for completing certain number of

orders during peak hours and the second one is for completing certain number of

orders for the whole day.

5.1 Personalization of bonus: Didi is personalizing the offer of bonus based on

drivers’ performance and their order completion record.

5.2 Daily changes on bonus: Didi is updating its offer of bonus on a daily basis,

and drivers will see their updated bonus when they open the app.

5.3 Difficulty of getting bonus: According to drivers’ working experiences, it is

increasingly difficult for them to reach the targets for bonus. As for bonus

during peak hours, the long-lasting traffic jam in Harbin extends the time to

complete each order and makes them unable to complete the required number

of orders. As for bonus for the whole day, it can be easier to get than the one

for peak hours, but they need to work for at least 12 hours and sometimes they

need to work for 13-15 hours a day, which is exhausting for drivers.

6. Compulsory break: Due to some cases of Didi drivers’ sudden death for working

overtime, Didi has introduced compulsory breaks for all Didi drivers. Drivers

must take a break for 20 minutes for every 4 hours’ work.
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6.1 Time for a compulsory break: Since the 4 hours’ work refers to the time

used for completing orders and excludes the waiting time for receiving orders

and the time to reach passengers, if a driver starts working at 7am, he is likely

to be asked to take compulsory break at around 1pm on average.

6.2 Utilization of the break: According to drivers’ working experiences, they

usually utilize their first compulsory break to have a quick lunch. They need to

find a place to purchase food and a place for free parking within that break.

The average affordable price for lunch is around 10RMB, so Didi drivers need

to target the place that offers such kind of lunch.

6.3 Parking issue: Finding free parking place is increasingly difficult in Harbin

and illegal parking will be fined for 200 RMB each time, since it is uncertain

where drivers are when they are asked to take break, drivers usually find

parking place based on their experiences.

7. Compulsory training: Didi offers compulsory training sessions for all Didi

drivers, the attendance will be recorded and absence for training will stop drivers

from receiving orders. The main contents of training are ensuring service quality

and driving safety.

7.1 Periodic training: Usually, Didi aims to offer periodic training for all drivers,

once a driver has finished 900 orders, he/she will be informed to attend the

training session through SMS.

7.2 Training for drivers with low Fuwufen: Drivers with low Fuwufen will be
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asked to attend the training sessions.

7.3 Training for drivers who break the rules: Drivers who break the rules will

be asked to attend the training sessions, for example, if a driver has been

found to reject orders for several times, or a driver has been found to do the

private transaction with passengers, or a driver has been found to drive over

speed, or a driver has been found to quarrel with passengers etc., he/she will

be asked to attend the training sessions otherwise their account will be

suspended.

8. Updates on the app: There are regular updates on Didi app that include the most

recent functions.

8.1 Distinctive functions of Didi app: Didi has introduced some distinctive

functions on the app for drivers like blocking troublesome passengers,

escaping from receiving orders to/from airport and train stations for drivers

who do not have the operational license. Airport and train stations are areas

where officers from LTD usually stand by to check Didi drivers’ operational

licenses.

8.2 Daily quiz for drivers before 1st order: Apart from periodic training session,

Didi is conducting mini training through some slides on the app and asking

drivers to complete a small quiz to refresh drivers’ mind on a daily basis. The

main contents of these quizzes are ensuring service quality and driving safety.



285

9. Digital surveillance: Didi utilizes the digital technologies for surveillance

purpose.

9.1 Face swiping: Didi uses face swiping to conduct identity authentication for all

active drivers on a daily basis.

9.2 Recording: All orders are recorded through the Didi app.

9.3 Jushitong: A surveillance camera to be installed in the car provided by Didi,

this is optional, and drivers need to pay a deposit of 599RMB.

9.4 Real time voice prompt: There is real time prompt to remind drivers where to

drive and what to do during each order.

9.5 Alarm button: There is an alarm button beneath the steering wheel for

emergency, this is optional and installed with Jushitong.

10. Suspension of drivers’ account: Didi might suspend drivers’ account temporarily

or permanently, depending on drivers’ cases.

10.1 Reason for suspension: According to drivers’ experiences, their account

might be suspended for several days and asked to attend training if they break

Didi’s rules (as mentioned before).

10.2 Time period for a suspension: The time period for suspensions can be

different depending on drivers’ cases, but drivers can contact Didi to give

explanations and argue for their suspensions.

11. Ranking: Didi has set up a ranking system for all Didi drivers.
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11.1 Exclusive benefits: Didi offers exclusive benefits for drivers with high rank,

like VIP hotline so that their issues can be solved faster. Also, drivers with

high rank usually have high Fuwufen, it will be easier for them to receive

orders.

11.2 Periodic update of drivers’ rank: Didi is updating drivers’ rank every three

months. Drivers with high rank usually endeavor to maintain or upgrade their

ranks. This ranking system is regarded by some drivers as a ‘competitive

mechanism’ to roll out ‘lazy drivers’.

12. Team building: Didi has categorized all drivers into different teams for

management.

12.1 Didi driver team

12.2 Team leader: Each team is assigned a team leader who is usually an

experienced Didi driver and a manager who is usually a staff member from

Didi Harbin.

12.3 Contact with team leader: The team leader can be the first point of contact

when other team members encounter any issues during their work. Instead,

drivers can choose to phone the Didi hotline for help. Based on drivers’

experiences, they prefer to contact Didi as they think Didi platform has more

power to solve their issues.

12.4 Didi tribe app: Didi has developed an app called Didi tribe for all drivers to

contact with each other. However, based on drivers’ views, they prefer to use
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WeChat instead because they regard WeChat as a convenient and safe place to

chat.

13. Didi hotline: Didi has set up a hotline for all drivers that is managed by Didi head

office in Beijing.

13.1 Drivers’ use of hotline: Drivers tend to phone the hotline when they

encounter issues with their Fuwufen or other issues related to their orders and

income.

13.2 Usefulness of hotline: According to drivers’ experiences, Didi’s hotline is

useful sometimes but other times it is not that useful. For example, if a driver

wants to ask for regaining the lost Fuwufen and phone the hotline to give

explanations, the telephone operator will record the details and this case will

go through a quite bureaucratic process, which is time-consuming. That

driver’s orders will be influenced before receiving the final result, which is

usually several days or longer.

13.3 Exclusive hotline: Didi has set up a VIP hotline for drivers with highest

ranking so that they have faster access to Didi and solve their issues. This VIP

hotline is regarded by drivers as a useful service.

14. Reimbursement of fine by LTD: As for drivers who do not have the operational

license, if unfortunately, he/she get fined by the LTD, he/she can contact Didi and

ask for reimbursing most of the fine but not all of the fine. The fine is 300,00RMB
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per case and his/her car will be temporally controlled by the LTD.

14.1 Paperwork to apply for reimbursement: Drivers who get fined need to

prepare some paperwork and go through a bureaucratic process to apply for

the reimbursement, which is not easy for the majority of Didi drivers,

considering their educational background.

14.2 Timeframe for applying for reimbursement: According to Didi drivers, the

timeframe for applying for reimbursement is usually 1 month or longer, which

is extremely time-consuming. Drivers will lose source of income during this

period of time.

15. Cooperation with local online car-hailing company: Didi is cooperating with

some local companies to manage drivers who have the operational license and

Didi Premier drivers.

15.1 Car selling with operation license: Nowadays, to get a Didi car (the car

needs to satisfy the relevant configuration requirements) with operational

license, drivers need to purchase the car through a local online car-hailing

company.

15.2 License fee: There are annual license fees to pay to maintain the operational

license.

15.3 Management of Didi Premier drivers: Due to the higher service standards

of Didi Premier, Didi is cooperating with some local companies to manage

Didi Premier drivers, the management includes offering regular training to
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ensure service quality and random inspection of service quality through

mystery customers etc.

Category 2: Drivers’ response

1. Scramble for orders: Along with waiting for orders to be allocated, Didi drivers

are scrambling for orders constantly, and experienced drivers have developed their

own strategies to get ‘good orders’.

1.1 Personal experiences: The accumulation of personal experiences depends on

drivers’ seniority, drivers can use their experiences to find places to get good

orders, escape from LTD to avoid getting fined, and avoid getting stuck in

congested roads to save time etc.

1.2 Personal judgement: Based on drivers’ experiences, they are able to make

judgements on a series of work-related issues. For example, when drivers get

the passengers, they tend to make an overall judgement on passengers, if they

think that they get troublesome passengers that may give them poor

evaluations, they may avoid interacting too much with these passengers or try

to please these passengers. As for drunk passengers who may talk dirty with

drivers, drivers may choose to be silent as they can report to Didi and ask Didi

to check the recordings.

1.3 Hotspot on Didi app: When drivers are waiting for orders or their waiting

time is long, drivers tend to get close to the hotspots on the map to get orders.

1.4 Prolong the working time: Based on drivers’ experiences, extending their
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working time has several benefits, they can complete more orders and earn

more money, they can also maintain their Fuwufen and rank, although

working overtime is exhausting for them.

1.5 Cheating app: There are some cheating apps that can help drivers to receive

orders more easily. This kind of app is strictly banned by Didi and Didi has

invested heavily to prevent drivers from using these apps. However, according

to some drivers, there are still such kind of app available on Taobao. Didi will

suspend a driver’s account permanently if he/she is found to use such kind of

cheating app.

2. Maintain Fuwufen: As stated before, drivers who rely on Didi for a living aim to

maintain and increase Fuwufen to get more orders. Drivers care about their

Fuwufen as it directly influences the order allocation and their income indirectly.

2.1 Follow the rules: To maintain Fuwufen, drivers need to strictly follow the

rules set up by Didi.

2.2 Ensure service quality: To maintain Fuwufen, drivers need to ensure their

service quality to avoid poor customer evaluations and complaints.

2.3 Observation of passengers: As mentioned before, poor customer evaluations

and complaints can result in decrease in drivers’ Fuwufen, therefore,

observation of passengers’ mood can be useful sometimes, once drivers notice

that passengers are not happy with them, they can take some remedial actions

to avoid the situations to get worse.
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2.4 Ask for good evaluations: Sometimes, some talkative drivers may in good

conversations with talkative passengers, they are happy with each other. These

drivers may utilize these opportunities to hint the passengers to give them a

five-star rating. However, asking for good ratings in overt ways is not allowed

on Didi.

3. Report: Drivers can report their cases to Didi through either texting on the app or

phoning Didi hotline.

3.1 Time to report to Didi: Based on drivers’ experiences, when drivers are in

conflict with passengers and drivers think that they may receive low ratings

and complaints, they need to report to Didi as soon as possible to explain their

cases to avoid decrease in Fuwufen and further penalties.

3.2 Evidence to report to Didi: Normally, the evidence to report to Didi are voice

recordings and video recordings.

4. Negotiate with passengers: Sometimes, drivers have to negotiate with

passengers.

4.1 Long-distance orders: Long-distance orders are regarded by drivers as ‘bad

orders’, because completing long-distance orders usually takes more time, and

they usually need to drive an empty car back, sometimes orders to outer

county areas have the road toll to pay. Thus, long-distance orders can be costly

to drivers, which are regarded as ‘bad orders’.
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4.2 Empty-car charge:When drivers receive long-distance orders, they may

firstly contact passengers to see if they can use some reasons to persuade

passengers to cancel these orders (drivers won’t reject long-distance orders as

this will influences drivers’ Fuwufen). If passengers don’t want to cancel these

orders, drivers may negotiate further with passengers and ask passengers to

pay drivers some more money as ‘empty-car charge’ for drivers’ return.

4.3 Road toll: Along with ‘empty-car charge’, drivers may negotiate with

passengers and ask passengers to pay drivers some more money to cover the

road toll. If passengers don’t want to pay extra money, drivers need to pay the

road toll by themselves.

4.4 Reject long-distance orders: This has been explained in 4.1, when drivers

receive long-distance orders, they may firstly contact passengers to see if they

can use some reasons to persuade passengers to cancel these orders, drivers

won’t reject long-distance orders as this will influence drivers’ Fuwufen. Also,

rejecting long-distance orders may cause customer complaints.

4.5 Ask for passengers’ contact: During the negotiation process, drivers may

exchange contact information with passengers, if they get along well with

each other, passengers may agree on an acceptable price for each ride and

passengers may contact drivers again in the future for requesting car-hailing

services, although this is not allowed by Didi.

5. Information exchange: Exchanging information among drivers can be helpful for
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their work, based on the information exchanged, drivers can take appropriate

actions in advance.

5.1 Social media: The tool to use for exchanging information is WeChat, all

drivers are on WeChat almost all the time during their work.

5.2 WeChat groups: Drivers usually exchange information through WeChat

groups, WeChat groups have a capacity of 500 people. The bigger the WeChat

groups are, the more information can be shared in these groups. There are also

some staff members from Didi Harbin in these WeChat groups, and they

sometimes post announcements from Didi.

5.3 Interaction in WeChat groups: WeChat groups can be differed in size, some

drivers have set up smaller WeChat groups with their driver friends, and they

tend to be more active within these smaller WeChat groups.

6. Avoid certain areas: Drivers may choose to avoid certain areas based on their

information availability.

6.1 Traffic conditions: Drivers may choose to avoid congested roads, especially

during peak hours, because getting stuck in congested roads can extend the

time to reach passengers and the time to complete each order, which are

regarded by drivers as idle time.

6.2 Areas with car accident: Drivers tend to avoid areas with car accident

because these areas are also congested areas and traffic police usually stands

by these areas.
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6.3 High-risk areas: As for drivers who do not have the operational license,

commercial districts, train stations and airport are regarded by them as

high-risk areas that they need to escape, because officers from LTD often

stand by these areas and checking drivers’ operational license.

7. Peak seasons: It is very cold in winter in Harbin, during snowy days, there are ice

and snow on the road, which makes going out more difficult. The weather

conditions in Harbin make Didi platform formed into peak seasons in winter.

7.1 Winter: In winter especially during snowy days, the demand for ride-hailing

services tends to be increased.

7.2 Tourist season: Winter is the tourist season for Harbin, people around the

world will come to Harbin to see ice and snow. Thus, in winter, the demand

for ride-hailing services will be increased significantly, especially in areas like

scenic spots, train stations and airport. However, drivers without the

operational license won’t go to these areas as the LTD may stand by these

areas to check drivers’ licenses.

8. Phone the hotline: Drivers may phone Didi hotline for help and support, and

drivers usually phone the hotline about their Fuwufen.

9. Troublemaking: Drivers usually adopt several ways to make their voice heard,

which are listed below.
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9.1 Strike: Drivers who have the operational license are arguing for their rights to

be prioritized regarding order allocation and there are several cases of these

drivers to collectively organize in front of a local government building. They

planned and organized these activities through WeChat.

9.2 Visit Didi Harbin: Drivers may select some representatives and ask them to

go to Didi’s office in Harbin and talk with the local Didi managers about their

issues.

9.3 Give up the operation license (also called ‘Yingzhuanfei’ in Chinese):

As for some drivers who have the operational license, they are thinking about

giving up their licenses and work without the operational license. According

to a Didi driver, to give up his operational liceense, he firstly needs to clear his

car installment and apply from Didi.

10. Drivers’ consensus: Throughout the whole interview process, it can be found that

most drivers have come up with some consensus, which are listed below.

10.1 ‘Have no other better choices but Didi’: Some drivers think that working

for Didi may not be a good choice for them, but they may not be able to find

better jobs in Harbin. ‘The average income in Harbin is 3,000 RMB per month,

I can earn 5,000 RMB or more on Didi.’Although they feel that they are being

controlled by Didi, they are still working for their own interests.

10.2 ‘Fuwufen comes first’: Drivers care most about their Fuwufen, for them,

Fuwufen somehow means orders.
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10.3 ‘No bad customer ratings are good ratings’

Drivers hold the belief that most passengers tend to ignore evaluating our

services and they tend to leave bad ratings only if they are unhappy with our

services. Thus, no bad ratings imply that passengers are happy with our

services.

10.4 ‘Work until feeling exhausted, otherwise you won’t earn enough money’

Some experienced drivers state that they need to work until they feel really

exhausted to earn enough money per day. If they don’t feel exhausted, this

means they haven’t earned enough money for that day.

10.5 ‘It is becoming more and more difficult for us to make money on Didi.’

When Didi firstly launched in Harbin in 2016, it was a good time for drivers to

make money. At that time, there wasn’t any other similar platforms in Harbin.

To attract drivers to join Didi, Didi offered drivers high bonus, the control on

drivers was very loose and online car-hailing platforms like Didi were ignored

by LTD, so it was quite easy to make money on Didi. Now, more and more

rules and regulations are set up to regulate this platform, more and more

competitors have entered the marketplace in Harbin. As a result, it is

becoming more and more difficult for drivers to make money on Didi.

10.6 ‘Strike or other collective activities won’t make a difference to our

working conditions but only cost us one day that can be otherwise used to

earn money.’

Based on some drivers’ experiences especially the ones who have participated
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in some collective activities, there won’t be any useful outcomes for Didi

drivers after collective activities, neither Didi nor local authorities are going to

make any changes for drivers. So, what drivers can do is accepting their

conditions and keep working hard.

10.7 ‘We are scared of officers from Local Transportation Department when

driving on the road, what we can do is keeping away from them.’

The high fees associated with maintaining operational license are unaffordable

to some drivers, so these drivers won’t be able to get an operational license in

a short time. Most of drivers in Harbin don’t have the operational license, so

they believe that Didi won’t stop allocating orders to them. Therefore, what

they can do is keeping away from LTD to avoid getting into trouble.

10.8 ‘When I notice an officer monitoring in certain areas, I will share this

information immediately in myWeChat groups so that others can escape

from these areas.’

Drivers who do not have the operational license are quite sensitive to officers

from LTD when driving on the road, when a driver notice these officers, they

may choose to share this information to their WeChat groups so that other

drivers are informed and take actions in advance.

Category 3: Intervention by the Local Transportation Department

1. Operational license: The operation license is introduced by LTD that proves a

car’s qualification to offer ride-hailing services. Driving without operational
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license is not allowed and will be fined by the LTD.

1.1 Issue operation license: In 2018, the LTD introduced a small number of

operational licenses to Didi drivers. After that, to get an operational license,

drivers need to purchase a car with the operational license from a local online

ride-hailing company and pay the annual license fee and commercial car

insurance.

1.2 Inspection of operation license: Officers from LTD usually check drivers’

operational license in certain areas like train stations and airport. They

sometimes inspect Didi drivers in other areas like commercial districts.

1.3 Penalty for drivers without license: If a driver without the operational

license is caught by LTD, he/she will be fined 300,00RMB and his/her car will

be controlled by the LTD for at least one month for administrative purpose.

2. Designated areas for Didi car: The LTD has allocated some designated areas

exclusively for Didi cars and cars from other platforms at the train station and

airport. In the future, they may plan more designated areas in other places.

2.1 Exclusive lane at the train station: Just like exclusive lane for taxis, The

LTD has allocated some exclusive lanes for Didi cars to pick up and drop off

passengers.

2.2 Exclusive waiting areas in the airport: The LTD has allocated some

exclusive waiting areas for Didi cars in the airport.
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3. Fine

3.1 Yellow curb: In Harbin, yellow curb means no parking is not allowed.

Parking in front of a yellow curb will be fined 200RMB per time. Some

drivers may pick up or drop off passengers unintentionally in front of yellow

curbs and get fined.

3.2 Surveillance cameras on the road: Surveillance cameras are installed

everywhere on the road; drivers need to drive very carefully and follow the

traffic rules to avoid unnecessary fines.

4. Information asymmetry towards drivers: There tends to be a kind of

information asymmetry towards Didi drivers, because if the LTD have anything to

announce, relevant staff will firstly inform Didi company but not drivers. Then it

is Didi’s decision about what to share with drivers.

5. Appointment with ride-hailing company: The LTD may appointment with Didi

company to talk about cases like Didi drivers’ collective activities and ask Didi

company to take actions to prevent further collective activities as collective

activities influence the public image of local authority and Didi company.

6. Regulations for online car-hailing company: The LTD is gradually setting up

regulations for this industry. However, since companies like Didi are still in their

early stages in Harbin, the relevant regulations from LTD are still in process.
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Category 4: Other codes

1. Male chauvinism

1.1 ‘I am a male head of household, so I need to make enough money to

support my family.’

This is one of the key motivations for drivers to work hard for Didi as they are

the male heads of the family. One driver said that if he cannot make enough

money before going back home, he would feel ashamed to face with his wife

and children.

1.2 ‘There are old and young at home, so I can’t stop driving.’

As for the majority of Didi drivers in Harbin, they have both young children

and old parents to look after, making enough money is indispensable for them,

therefore, they can’t stop driving because driving for longer time can help

them complete more orders and earn more money.

1.3 ‘For me, flexibility means I can have time to deal with family emergency,

otherwise I should drive for orders as long as my physical conditions

allow me to do so.’

Most drivers have agreed that working for Didi offers them flexibility, but

such flexibility for them means that they can find time to deal with family

emergencies like taking their children to schools in the morning and sending

their parents to hospitals to get medical treatments. Otherwise, there is no

flexibility for them, and they need to drive all the time to make money.
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2. Competition in the car-hailing industry:

2.1 Emergence of small online car-hailing platforms: Nowadays, more and

more online ride-hailing platforms have launched in Harbin, and the

ride-hailing industry is becoming more and more competitive in Harbin.

2.2 Integration platform: There is an app called Gaode Map, this app integrates

some popular ride-hailing platforms in Harbin (include Didi) so that

passengers can send out orders to multiple platforms at the same time. The

emergence of this integration platform reduces the number of orders on Didi to

some extent. To attract passengers, some small car-hailing platforms offer

discounts and passengers tend to choose platforms with lower prices.
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