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Introduction

Platform-based business models facilitating digital interactions and transactions 
between people infiltrated the global economy many years ago. These platforms 
now also act as ‘digital matchmakers’ linking labor demand and supply, either for 
web-based or location-based digital labor. Consequently, they are enabling many 
people globally, including in India (where I come from) to earn through on-call 
or part-time work. As a result, the platform economy is growing exponentially 
with estimates that digital labor platforms worldwide now earn 50 billion dollars 
per year (Heeks, 2019). This growth becomes even more important in relation 
to the Global South, where it is helping create enormous work opportunities. 
There are already around 40 million platform-based workers in the Global South 
as of 2019 (Heeks, 2019). As far as India is concerned, the number of platform 
workers in India is estimated to be at 3 million across 11 platforms examined by 
the Fairwork India in 2020 (Fairwork India, 2020). However, the number of gig18 
workers in the country is expected to expand to 23.5 million workers by 2029-30 
(NITI Aayog, 2022). Clearly, the platform economy is opening avenues for labor 
force to find appropriate work opportunities. Service-based platforms like Urban 
Company, Ola, Uber, Zomato, Swiggy are a boon to workers belonging to the 
lower strata of the Indian society as they can help in improving their livelihood.
18 The report classifies gig work as involving both platform and non-platform-based work. However, in the 

absence of accurate data for platform workers in India, this first of-its-kind report by an Indian government 
organization has been used.
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However, by the virtue of its massive scale, it is imperative for platform providers 
to automate its processes, which results in algorithms matchmaking labor demand 
and supply. But there is already growing concern and instances where algorithms 
have proven to be biased, sexist and even racist. For instance, research uncovered 
gender and racial bias in the facial analysis and recognition technology sold by 
tech giants that performed better on male faces and had higher error rates on 
dark-skinned women (Buolamwini, 2019). It is being increasingly said that the 
technology reflects the values of its creators and since algorithms are designed 
mostly by men, there is a possibility that societal values that are biased against 
women can be transferred into the machines. Moreover, these algorithms are 
designed in such a way that they reward efficiency and do not center workers’ 
pressures, stress, and concerns in the platform economy. Ultimately, we need 
to shift from algorithmizing humans to humanizing algorithms, in other words, 
instilling platforms with certain norms and values. These demands investigating 
the concerns of the marginalized platforms workers that would eventually lead 
us to uncovering the norms and values that should be instilled in the algorithms.

The research in this area is mainly centered around the Global North and 
Western culture as evident through the literature cited in Chapter 1. There is a 
dearth of studies from the Indian perspective – a country which is one of the 
most religiously and ethnically diverse nations in the world, with its own deeply 
entrenched gender stereotypes, cultural norms and infrastructural issues. A lack 
of awareness about the algorithm complexities and biases in the Indian context 
further complicates this situation. Some of the questions that should be addressed 
are: Are all the Indian labor platforms ready for this AI-based technology? 
Moreover, do they even need this digital technology? If yes, how do they establish 
and build trust to attract more workers in the digital platform economy? How to 
ensure worker privacy when most platforms display the workers’ details easily 
to the customers? Would it be a good idea to not match people from different 
religions during communal tension in the country? How to address the safety 
concerns and challenges of Indian women in order to draw more women towards 
platform-based work?

This compelled me to rethink the structural and technological design of these 
location-based platforms from the Indian perspective. I decided to place the 
location-based platforms at the center of my approach and analysis because these 
affect a large portion of workers, especially women, from low-income background 
who are increasingly finding work through them. Additionally, they have low-
entry barriers allowing unskilled or semi-skilled workers to operate. However, it 
was impossible to study each platform in detail during my PhD tenure and I chose 
to investigate the ride-hailing sector with a focus on women workers in detail. 
The reasons are explained in the later part of the introduction.
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For this purpose, I employed Bardzell’s (2010) Feminist Human-Computer 
Interaction theory that compels us to rethink the design values from the perspective 
of marginalized population. The six design principles (pluralism, participation, 
advocacy, ecology, embodiment, and self-disclosure) proposed by her has helped 
me analyze, critique, and propose new design insights as part of this dissertation. 
The pluralist design frameworks have been developed by “foregrounding 
questions of cultural difference, encouraging a constructive engagement with 
diversity, and embracing the margins both to be more inclusive and to benefit 
from the marginal as resources for design solutions” (p. 1306).

In this dissertation, Chapter 1 reviews the literature and argues for examining 
the digital labor platforms and automation in the Global South context and 
then builds a case for investigating India. Chapter 2 extensively discusses the 
feminist approaches and its link with the informality, and then Chapters 3 and 
4 investigate the ride-hailing sector from a feminist lens. Each of these chapters 
interlink with each other and inform my larger research question, reasoning 
behind site of interest, and the methodology, in which I ground my dissertation. 
In the introduction, I will first discuss the research gaps and positioning, then the 
research questions for individual chapters, followed by elaborating the different 
methods adopted to answer those questions. Finally, I present an overview of the 
various chapters and discuss their relevance and significance.

Research gaps and positioning

Internet-driven platforms are largely designed from a customer’s perspective, and 
they seldom keep in mind the marginalized workers, let alone a woman, who 
perhaps must be stepping out of her home for the first time for work. However, a 
majority of the research studies on the platform economy (specifically location-
based) focus on the experiences of male workers, possibly due to the lack of 
representation of women workers in this sector. As mentioned earlier, there is 
also a scarcity of perspectives from the Global South, especially India, where 
most studies cater to the women in the household services, particularly the 
women dominated sectors such as the salon and domestic work (see Chaudhary, 
2020; Kasliwal, 2020; Komarraju et al., 2021). There is still a dearth of studies 
in the location-based segment, particularly the ride-hailing sector, where there 
is a limited attempt to understand the first-person accounts. Moreover, most of 
the studies lack diversified data from various platforms as women-led initiatives 
are mostly undermined (with exceptions such as IFC and Uber Technologies, 
2018; IFC, 2020; Raman et al., 2021). In fact, algorithms in the context of Indian 
location-based platforms remain an unexplored or seemingly less explored 
territory in respect to the male workers as well.
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The widespread pre-existing informality in India and the consequential precarity 
manifested in the platform economy and its interplay with the gender make me 
rethink about the design of location-based platforms from the Indian perspective. 
While debates around regulating the platform economy with inclusive and 
responsible governance are often initiated, it is imperative to understand the 
dynamics and characteristics of the platform economy from the perspective of 
the most marginalized groups – one being that of women. It is evident how the 
platform economy has huge potential to generate employment but in doing so, we 
need to discuss solutions that have the ability to mitigate the risks associated with 
informality, algorithmic management, and gender discrimination. An important 
point to note over here is that analyzing a platform from the perspective of a woman 
worker does not mean alienating the male worker; the analysis and recommendation 
is supposed to benefit all kinds of workers. Here, an attempt is to focus on the 
marginalized workers and create a narrative that keeps female workers at the center.

Thus, this dissertation tries to fill the gap by first discussing the Future of Work 
and the relevance of Global South in Chapter 1. It then focuses on female workers 
on the location-based digital labor platforms and builds an analysis based on the 
secondary literature in Chapter 2, while addressing the three sectors – transport 
such as ride-hailing; home-based services such as salon; and delivery such as 
food. During the research, I realized how the ride-hailing sector demands more 
attention mainly due to –1) underrepresentation of women transport providers 
2) driving is symbolic of and synonymous to freedom – both social and mobile. 
However, much of the debate in the ride-hailing sector centers around women as 
transport users, where again the discourse is around danger and security. There is 
a lack of focus on the restriction of women’s freedom of movement, their social 
development, and the resultant limited access to the job market. Hence, I decided 
to investigate the position of workers, with a focus on women, in the ride-hailing 
sector exclusively in Chapters 3 and 4. The findings of this sector, however, can 
be applied to other location-based digital labor platforms depending on their 
respective contexts.

This research pushes and advances the Fairwork principles in Chapter 3 by 
carrying out a stakeholder analysis of various actors in the ride-hailing sector 
and centering the voices of the female workers. For instance, while the Fairwork 
principles discuss fair conditions for carrying out work in a safe environment, 
it fails to recognize multiple forms of ‘access’ required by the women workers. 
Further, the technological impact in the Global South countries has been brought 
forward. There is also an attempt to build on the Feminist Human-Computer 
Interaction (HCI) theory by Bardzell (2010) and Cross-Cultural Feminist 
Technologies by Arora and Chowdhury (2021) in the entire dissertation and fill 
the gap by translating the theories into practice.
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Lastly, this dissertation also aims to have a technological, social, and economic 
impact. Based on the previous arguments about the Future of Work, especially 
in context to the Global South, it is imperative to understand the nuances of the 
digital platform work in respect to the marginalized workers, particularly women. 
During the field work, it was found that most women-run transport platforms have 
not yet introduced algorithms for match-making workers with the prospective 
assignment givers. Two reasons are mainly responsible for this – 1) They do 
not have a large number of women workers 2) Women workers need a human 
supervisor for enabling trust before venturing out on unknown roads. Thus, the 
research raises arguments for ‘techbridization’ in the digital platform economy 
where we develop a hybrid version that gives equal importance to technology 
and the human connection (Bansal, 2021). Moreover, the focus on increasing the 
participation of women workers in the platform economy and thereby, improving 
the female labor force participation rate, has a deeper social and economic impact 
as women are often relegated to the domestic sphere. This dissertation, therefore, 
invites policymakers and stakeholders in the location-based platforms to further 
consider the interests of marginalized workers, especially women.

Research Question (s)

All the above arguments made me evaluate the design choices involved with 
respect to the location-based platforms. The term ‘design’ here involves 
everything – business model of the platforms, outreach and recruitment of the 
workers, training, infrastructural capabilities, working schedules, allocation of 
the tasks, payments, complaint resolution, feedback incorporation, algorithmic 
management, impact of the algorithms on the workers, tracking and evaluation of 
platform workers, rating systems and parameters.

Thus, in this dissertation, I seek to answer: How are location-based platforms 
designed with respect to marginalized workers, especially Indian women? 
To answer this main research question, I ask various sub-questions in the four 
separate chapters of this dissertation.

In Chapter 1, I ask: Why is it important to focus on platformized labor, automation, 
and values as part of the Future of Work in the Global South? I make a case for 
examining India as an important site for platform labor work that could help in 
foregrounding diversified cultural values. Then, I discuss the values and ethics 
that could be embedded in the design of the platforms. Ultimately, I argue for 
a decolonial and decentralized approach to platform work that could have a 
transnational impact in the transformative world of work.
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In Chapter 2, I ask: What are the gender-based concerns, opportunities, and 
suggestions for workers in context to location-based digital labor platforms in 
India? And, how the existing precarity complicates the situation for platform 
workers, especially women? I build the analysis and literature by bringing in 
various examples from across the globe, particularly the Global South nations, 
and highlight the Indian context. First, I establish the relationship between 
feminist approaches and informality, which marks the very nature of platform 
economy. Then, I elaborate upon the term ‘platform design’ in relation to platform 
architecture, covering the platform business model, the creation of network effects, 
the position of platform workers, and the power dynamics between platform 
owners and workers; and algorithmic management, involving the governance, 
tracking and evaluation of platform workers. The global interdisciplinary and 
empirical based learnings and secondary literature help in proposing values 
imbibed in the feminist technologies to architectural and algorithmic design of 
this sector for an inclusive Future of Work.

As discussed in the previous section, I decided to focus on the ride-hailing sector 
in Chapters 3 and 4 of this dissertation. Hence, in Chapter 3, I ask: What are the 
factors that go into the design and deployment of a gender-inclusive ride-hailing 
platform in India? This question is followed by various sub-questions such as: 
What are the lessons that location-based platforms can learn from women-led 
initiatives/platforms? How to increase the participation of women drivers in the 
ride-hailing sector? What is the role of technology (algorithmically managed 
platforms) in facilitating this participation? Ultimately, how can the digital labor 
platforms be more gender-inclusive and worker-friendly? The chapter mainly 
focuses on the lessons to be learnt from the women-run initiatives in this sector 
and I have tried to address the above questions by foregrounding the feminist 
ideology that considers the lived experiences of a range of users by default 
(P. Arora & Raman, n.d.). Here, I have conducted in-depth interviews with 10 
stakeholders in this sector to understand the diverse perspectives and concerns, 
which is further supported by carrying out a documents analysis of documents 
related to the interviewed platform companies and organizations, media coverage, 
and the policies and references mentioned by the participants. Based on this data 
and analysis, I recommend a five-fold framework of feminist approaches ranging 
from outreach and mobilization of women cab drivers to broadening access and 
developing gender-sensitive infrastructure. This framework involving support 
from various stakeholders such as workers, workers’ families, platform providers, 
NGOs and support groups, government, and policy makers, can help in building 
a gender-inclusive ride-hailing sector and can bring about inclusive labor reforms 
in the platform economy.
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Most women-run initiatives in the Indian ride-hailing sector straddle between the 
traditional call-a-cab model and ride-hailing, where prospective customers book 
the cab via a phone number or using the platform’s website and the cabs have a 
GPS tracker. The limited reach and resources do not allow them to introduce an AI-
driven app platform yet. Hence, it was necessary to specifically examine the role 
of algorithms in what I refer to as ‘mainstream platforms’ such as Ola and Uber 
in India. Thus, in Chapter 4, I ask: What are the appropriate design approaches 
and practices for algorithmically managed ride-hailing platforms in India? As 
highlighted earlier, most of the research studies in the ride-hailing sector lack 
gendered perspective and experiences, particularly in the Indian context. This 
chapter aims to analyze the AI or algorithm design of the ride-hailing platforms 
(mainstream) by critically evaluating the concerns of the platform providers and 
the platform drivers. Here as well, women drivers form the center of my approach 
and analysis; and I propose a six-point feminist algorithms design framework.

Methods

This dissertation employs a combination of methods explained below to examine 
the location-based digital labor platforms using a bottom-up approach – that 
being of the marginalized workers.

In Chapter 1, I discuss the various discourses around the Future of Work and 
then map the arguments based on secondary literature in the Global South context 
specifically. I make a case for examining digital labor platforms and using India 
as a site of interest. I searched the literature using keywords such as the Future 
of Work, Future of Work in the Global South, automation and displacement, 
artificial intelligence and bots in the Global South, digital labor platforms, 
digital labor platforms in the Global South, Future of Work in India, platform 
work in India, platform design, decent platform work, jobs and skills in future, 
online gig work, location-based platform work, gender and the Future of Work, 
inequality and the Future of Work, and inclusive work. After establishing a need 
for investigating the platform work in India, I decided to look deeper in the values 
to be incorporated in the platforms. For this, I used keywords that could help me 
understand the philosophy of AI, ethics and AI, morality and AI, feminist design, 
value by design, human-centered design, responsible design, ethical design, data 
governance, and design sensibility. I evaluate the research articles and papers and 
argue for integrating a decolonial and decentralized design that could center the 
marginalized population.
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In Chapter 2, I map the issues, concerns, and opportunities for labor reform 
in the platform economy through thematic analysis of official reports from 
prominent location-based Indian platforms (e.g., Ola, Uber, Swiggy, Zomato and 
Urban Company), think tanks and research collectives (e.g., Observer Research 
Foundation, Tandem Research), NGOs (e.g., The Asia Foundation), international 
organizations (e.g., OECD, ILO, The World Bank), news coverage (e.g., news 
agencies like Press Trust of India, news outlets like The Hindu, The Times of 
India) and theoretical and empirical studies in this area. While the focus of 
this chapter is the ethnically and religiously diverse India, I have cited various 
examples from other Global South countries that closely resonate with this case. 
Some comparisons from the Global North have also been drawn to highlight 
the differences and the issues. This transnational and cross-sectoral comparative 
approach helps in bringing out the common challenges in the architectural and 
algorithmic management design of digital labor platforms. Ultimately, the chapter 
results in arguing for a feminist approach towards the platform design.

I searched the articles and the reports using keywords such as platform economy 
in India, digital labor platforms in Global South, women workers on digital labor 
platforms, business model of labor platforms, position of platform workers, 
gender and racial discrimination on labor platforms, workers’ precarity and 
informality on labor platforms, algorithmic management and challenges on digital 
labor platforms, opportunities and challenges of platform work in Global South, 
feminism and informality, and feminist design and platform work. Based on these 
search terms, the chapter is organized along broader themes such as feminist 
approaches and informality; opportunities of platform work, platform design 
and challenges (further divided into architecture and algorithmic management); 
platformization of women’s labor, and finally feminist design discussing Design 
Justice Intersectional Feminist Framework (Costanza-Chock, 2018) for platform 
architectural design and Feminist HCI (Bardzell, 2010) for algorithmic design.

In Chapters 3 and 4, I have used in-depth interviewing as my primary method 
and document analysis as a secondary technique to support the data collection.

From July 2021 to February 2022, I carried out 20 semi-structured in-depth 
qualitative interviews (details in Table I and Table III of appendix) of vested 
stakeholders in the ride-hailing sector such as four female taxi drivers working/
worked for different platforms in various cities of India, founder of Priyadarshini 
Taxi, founder of Koala Kabs, Director COO of Taxshe, Programme Director of 
Azad Foundation, Project Associate with The Gender Park, and two researchers 
(together) of Ola Mobility Institute (OMI), six senior managers, executives, and 
software engineers working or have worked at popular ride-hailing platforms 
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in India; platform drivers (two men) working or have worked with mainstream 
platforms such as Ola and Uber; and an AI specialist (Uday Keith), who is a former 
Senior AI Developer with Wipro Limited, representing a neutral standpoint that is 
not influenced by the ride-hailing segment. The interviews were conducted after 
obtaining approval from the Ethics Review Board (ERB) of the Erasmus School 
of Philosophy and have been explained in Chapter 3.

The founders and directors of women-oriented taxi companies (Priyadarshini 
Taxi, Koala Kabs, Taxshe) were contacted on the professional networking site 
LinkedIn and by writing to the ‘contact us’ section on their websites. The initial 
plan was to interview many other founders of companies such as Sakha Cabs 
(Delhi NCR), She Cabs (Hyderabad), Pink Taxis (Kolkata), however the responses 
soon started getting repetitive and there were not any new layers to uncover from 
the entrepreneurial/ platform owner viewpoint. Moreover, the inputs given by the 
policy and research support group OMI and NGO Azad Foundation facilitated a 
wide range of perspectives as they have had first-hand experiences of engaging 
with several women drivers and entrepreneurs. Also, I realized it was essential to 
interview an expert from She Taxi (Kerala) or The Gender Park (who handles the 
functioning of She Taxi) because – Government run, women-owned and women 
driven 24/7 taxi service ‘She Taxi’ in cities like Kochi and Thiruvananthapuram 
could not sustain itself due to lack of an online system for booking and eventually 
saw a decline in driver applications as it could not fetch them more monetary 
benefits (Jayaram, 2018). The cab service was re-launched in 2020 with an app-
based booking system and hence it made sense to understand their perspectives 
and challenges. For this purpose and for assisting in mapping and contacting the 
various stakeholders listed in Chapter 3, a research assistant based out of Kerala 
was hired for a period of three months in 2021. The assistant helped in interviewing 
two stakeholders –The Gender Park representative and Kudumbashree taxi driver 
Madhuri as the interviewees were more comfortable with their local language 
Malayalam. The Gender Park was also contacted through LinkedIn and by 
sending emails on their official addresses, and the policy research group OMI 
had reached out to my promoter Prof. Payal Arora for a possible collaboration 
after reading our blogs on FemLab.Co website and hence they were requested to 
be a part of this study. Female driver Malini Tyagi was recruited by contacting 
the journalist who had featured her in one of the media articles, Maya Sharma’s 
contact was shared by one of the platform companies as she had worked with 
multiple platforms in the past, Sunita Mishra was a result of snowball sampling 
as Maya Sharma shared her details, and Madhuri was recruited in Kerala by the 
same research assistant, who booked the She Taxi in Kerala, but was eventually 
redirected to a Kudumbashree driver.
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Further, eleven interviews formed a part of Chapter 4. Here, inputs were taken 
from the previous two interview transcripts of Malini Tyagi and Maya Sharma and 
nine additional interviews were conducted as detailed earlier. The two software 
engineers were contacted through professional networking site LinkedIn and 
the remaining platform representatives including AI specialist were approached 
via personal network of friends and acquittances. During this process, I realized 
that anonymity was one of the major concerns of these platform representatives 
and hence adequate measures were taken to protect their identity including 
the platform they were a part of. I contacted the male taxi drivers by booking 
popular ride-hailing cabs and asked for their time and permission to carry out 
the detailed interview over the telephone (explained later). To my surprise, the 
drivers were forthcoming and more than willing to talk about their experiences. 
It is also important to mention that one of the major challenges in conducting this 
research has been to recruit female drivers due to lack of availability/ extremely 
low participation in the ride-hailing sector. However, the recruitment of more 
interviewees was only stopped once the data saturation was reached. Ritchie 
et al. (2003) justify the small size in qualitative research as “phenomena need 
only to appear once to be part of the analytical map” (p. 83). The aim of this 
qualitative study was to bring forward rich data and not statistically significant 
variables. During my interviews as well, I started noticing diminishing returns as 
new evidence was not being generated.

Further, there was no remuneration offered to any of the interviewees and all 
participants consented to be a part of this study voluntarily. The interviews lasted 
between 30 to 60 minutes and were conducted either through Zoom (audio) or 
over the phone considering the ongoing pandemic situation and the geographical 
spread of this research. The online and telephone interviews also proved to be 
beneficial as the taxi drivers could not give interviews while they were driving the 
cars due to safety reasons. A combination of English, Hindi, and Malayalam (by 
the research assistant) were used for conducting the interviews. Some of the non-
English interviews were then translated and all of them were transcribed. Some 
of the interviewees, especially the platform representatives, were apprehensive 
about recording the conversations and in such cases, detailed notes were prepared.

The semi-structured interviews (Silverman, 2006) helped in establishing a rapport 
with the participants, where an attempt to see the world from their viewpoint was 
made. The broad themes for the questions were set beforehand, however the framing 
and the order varied depending on the type of the stakeholder and impromptu 
questions wherever required. The themes included: recruitment and training 
process, outreach and mobilization, safety and comfort, challenges while driving 
on the Indian roads, platform control and surveillance, technology and artificial 
intelligence, ride allocation and incentives, asset ownership, response of passengers 
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and family, driver vs passenger ratings, feedback and response mechanism, data 
protection, government support and suggestions. Atkinson and Silverman (1997) 
state the importance of interview methodology, “the postmodern is an interview 
society, a society of the spectacle, a society of the personal confession; moreover, 
first-person narratives are very valuable. They are the site of personal meaning” 
(Denzin, 2001, p. 28). Thus, this methodology and first-hand experiences helped in 
decoding the structural challenges faced by women-led taxi initiatives and female 
taxi drivers in India in Chapter 3, while Chapter 4 interviews helped in uncovering 
the gendered and precarious aspects of algorithmic-driven ride-hailing platforms. 
Additionally, a reflexive dyadic interviewing approach (Ellis & Berger, 2003 as 
cited in Holcomb, 2017; Vannini and Gladue, 2008) was used with a couple of 
interviewees who took time to open up and share their experiences. The two-
sided conversation and experiences helped in establishing a feeling of equality 
than serving as a distinctive hierarchy between the interviewer and ‘blue-collar’ 
drivers. The friendship built during these conversations also helped in bringing 
forth some of the participants for a virtual symposium on ‘Inclusive Work and the 
Platform Economy’ where I moderated the session.

The interviews were supported by carrying out a document analysis of over 90 
documents ranging from annual reports, mission and vision statements, research 
reports, company blogs, media articles (news stories, features, opinion columns, 
and editorials) of the interviewed platform companies – Azad Foundation (and 
Sakha Cabs), Taxshe, Koala Kabs, She Taxi, popular ride-hailing platforms – Ola 
and Uber; policies and references mentioned by the participants; case studies; 
policy papers; and empirical studies in this area. The sampling of the documents 
is mentioned in Tables II and IV of appendix. The document analysis helped 
in multiple ways – providing context to the study with background information 
on interviewed companies; suggesting additional questions and areas that 
needed attention; corroborating and validating interview responses; and filling 
the possible gaps during my primary method (Bowen, 2009). The selection of 
the documents was based on my research questions and purpose as otherwise 
I ran the risk of drowning myself in the documents without getting concrete 
results. Here as well, I targeted quality over quantity and looked for documents 
related to the platform companies and their policies in context to platform drivers 
especially women. I wanted to understand the opportunities including the various 
government schemes and support for facilitating platform work while unravelling 
the deeper layers of possible precarity, inequality and vulnerability. For instance, 
through document analysis I found out that the Indian government has issued 
guidelines that does not allow drivers to drive for more than 12 hours a day and 
how various state governments have different schemes and policies for providing 
subsidy to women cab drivers. Clearly, these kinds of information facilitated the 
question making process for carrying out the interviews.
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Following the data collection, a hybrid approach combining technique of 
inductive and deductive thematic analysis (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2006) 
was used for analyzing the interview transcripts and documents as also explained 
in Chapter 3 of this dissertation. I read every word, line and paragraph of the 
interview transcripts and documents and wherever required, I listened to the 
interview recordings again to carefully understand the meaning. Post this, I 
generated the open codes manually and did not use any software as I wanted to 
absolve myself in the process. The detailed procedure is explained in Chapter 3.

Chapter(s) Overview

This study seeks to explore the design of location-based platforms in context 
of platform labor while paying special attention to the gendered aspect of the 
platform economy. With India as the primary focus, it delves into various cases 
and examples from across the world while differentiating the Global South from 
the Global North at times. The Future of Work demands a deeper understanding 
of how technology can be non-discriminatory and how work can be informal 
and flexible yet be secured with fixed wages. It demands having a bottom-up 
design approach (i.e., being worker-friendly) than only being consumer-oriented. 
Basically, it demands to have a cross-cultural approach where multiplicity of 
experiences and full spectrum of human condition is considered while recentering 
those at the margin.

Chapter 1 sets the scene by presenting an overview of the Future of Work and 
then digs deep into the Global South context where I discuss how even the 
earlier industrial revolutions are yet to be fully experienced by many developing 
countries, making the digital transition a difficult process. Subsequently, I 
review the informal economies in the Global South and then move on to the 
platforms and labor elaborating on the types of platform work. Then, I discuss 
the platformization of labor and the algorithmic management challenges while 
giving specific examples of women platform labor in the Indian context. Despite 
the dependency of digital labor platforms on ICT infrastructure and developing 
countries lacking Internet penetration, the rise of bots and Artificial Intelligence 
has generated tremendous platform work opportunities in India (Albrieu, 2021). 
Thus, this chapter argues for considering Global South perspectives and taking 
India as a case study while incorporating values and redesigning the digital labor 
platforms.

Chapter 2 builds a case for examining platform work from a marginal worker’s 
viewpoint. It establishes a relationship between feminist approaches and 
informality and discusses how women have always been structurally and socially 
more vulnerable to external shock, making them doubly marginalized. Centering 
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the voices of women workers and taking into account workers’ pressures, stress, 
and concerns can thus help in improving the quality of jobs in the platform 
economy. The chapter maps the global understanding and literature on location-
based platforms and reviews it within the Indian context while paying close 
attention to the low-income women workers and the socio-cultural and political 
challenges surrounding them. I investigate the workers’ concerns, opportunities 
and recommendations in relation to the platform architecture and the accompanied 
algorithmic management and eventually argue for a feminist approach to design 
and development of location-based digital labor platforms. Adopting a feminist 
lens can unravel the entrenched layers of digital informality and precarity and 
can help in committing to equity, diversity, empowerment, and social justice to 
improve lives.

During Chapter 2, I realized the need to delve deeper into the ride-hailing sector 
due to multiple reasons – First, female drivers have always posed a serious threat 
to the long-established ideas of patriarchy and masculinity. In most societies, 
women are expected to perform domestic duties and confine themselves to 
controlled environments instead of driving cars on the road that represented 
freedom – both social and mobility related. Second, the traditional taxis have 
always remained heavily male-dominated, with just 1% of women driving the 
yellow taxi in New York City and 2% of women driving the black cab in England 
(Levingston, 2020). The numbers are very few for countries like India that it cannot 
be even converted into percentage. Third, in lower-middle-income countries, 
particularly ethnically diverse ones like India, several forms of exclusion follow 
for women taxi drivers such as a) Occupational exclusion: the gender-related 
cultural norms restrict women to take up the driving seat of a taxi as the society 
define ‘suitable’ professions for women; b) Financial exclusion: the gaps in the 
financial inclusion affect women’s ability to take loans in their names for renting 
or buying a vehicle. According to the latest available Global Findex database, 
women are overrepresented among the world’s unbanked. About 980 million 
women do not have an account, which comprises 56 percent of all unbanked 
adults globally residing mostly in the developing world (Demirguc-Kunt et 
al., 2018); c) Infrastructural exclusion: limited access to education leading to 
financial illiteracy as well as inability to understand the contracts; insufficient 
public toilets; unsafe transport to and from work d) Social exclusion: Some 
groups of the Indian society are highly excluded and suffer from intersecting 
disadvantages on the basis of their culture, race, tradition, religion and cultural 
practices as exemplified by India’s caste system.

Chapter 3, thus, critically explores the strategies to enhance the participation 
of underrepresented women drivers in the ride-hailing by carrying out 11 in-
depth qualitative interviews with the vested stakeholders such as women taxi 
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drivers, platform providers, NGOs, and policy and research support groups in 
India. It is supported by analyzing over 50 documents related to the interviewed 
platform companies and organizations and the policies and references mentioned 
by the participants. This study builds on the Feminist HCI (Human-Computer 
Interaction) theory that propose technologies should integrate feminist values 
such as agency, fulfillment, identity, equity, empowerment, and social justice in 
the design (Bardzell, 2010). While there are some strong theoretical works such 
as Bardzell’s, there continues to be few empirical based studies that focus on 
these issues, and fewer still from the Global South context. In this paper, I center 
the voices of neglected women taxi drivers and women-focused taxi initiatives in 
the approach and analysis of the ride-hailing sector in India and suggest a five-
point framework that could bring about inclusive labor reforms in the platform 
economy, namely: Appropriate gendered framing and positionality; Outreach, 
mobilization, and characterizing target population; Broadening access; Gender-
sensitive sustainability; and Fairness in data management and design. These 
labels broadly discuss the framing and branding of women drivers and platforms, 
identification of the target population and the associated characteristics, enabling 
multiple forms of access for women, focusing on the sustainability of women-
centric platforms and driving as a profession for women, and ensuring non-
discrimination in the data management and catering to the gendered requirements 
in the design of the platforms. By providing this feminist approach via a five-
fold thematic framework, it can serve for a more systematic and critical pathway 
to other platform work. I broaden the feminist approaches in ways that make it 
more cross-cultural (Arora & Chowdhury, 2021) through the situated and lived 
experiences that are typically excluded and are marginalized.

Chapter 4 critically examines the algorithmic design of ride-hailing platforms 
using stakeholder approach and drawing on data from eleven semi-structured in-
depth qualitative interviews with platform representatives (managers, executives, 
software engineers), platform drivers, and AI specialist. This data is also supported 
by further carrying out a document analysis of over 40 documents related to 
platform policies, news articles, and empirical studies in this area. My findings 
are divided into a six-point feminist design framework that draws from Bardzell’s 
work on Feminist HCI theory and discusses the various principles or qualities 
suggested by her. The framework is as follows – 1) Acceptance Rate, Incentives 
and Gamification: Quality of Participation 2) Rating Dynamics: Quality of 
Embodiment 3) Ride Allocation: Quality of Self-Disclosure 4) Constant Tracking, 
Surveillance, and Algorithmic Control: Quality of Ecology 5) Data Privacy and 
Sharing: Quality of Advocacy 6) Bathroom Breaks and Safety Features: Quality 
of Pluralism. I argue for adopting a feminist lens in this chapter and identify the 
entrenched discrimination, exploitation, and information and power asymmetry 
in the platform economy. Platforms need to ensure that the algorithms are 
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designed to enable workers and not limit them. For instance, a limiting algorithm 
would reprimand them for not accepting a ride and lowering their acceptance rate 
or reducing the incentives. An inclusive algorithm would make provisions for 
lunch and bathroom breaks as it has considered the viewpoint of marginalized 
women drivers and the lack of availability of clean and safe bathrooms in a 
country like India. Overall, platforms should be designed not only to maximize 
customer satisfaction but also to empower workers while taking into account 
their pressures and concerns. The chapter brings forth various concerns raised 
by both platform drivers and representatives and suggests possible solutions to 
overcome the challenges.

Finally, I conclude this dissertation with an overview of the key findings and 
connect them to the broader discussion on digital labor platforms, feminist 
approaches, algorithm design, and Future of Work by centering the Global South 
and marginalized groups.
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The Fourth Industrial Revolution enabled by the advancement of digital and 
networking technologies is changing the world of work. These advances 
mediated through global narratives, local political and socio-economic structures, 
notwithstanding their huge potential, can jeopardize the existing systems. While 
new jobs will be available with greater flexibility and convenience, improving the 
quality of life owing to smart machines, many other jobs will become redundant. 
Workers at the bottom of the pyramid, especially those in the Global South, could 
be at the receiving end with limited access or means to keep up with the evolving 
technology. In this scenario, on one hand, the advent of the digital labor platforms 
may increase work opportunities but on the other hand, it may add to the precarity 

Chapter 1

Decoding the future of Work: labor 
platforms, automation, and values in 

the Global south
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of workers with no job security, minimal social protection and inherent inequality 
or lack of transparency in terms of wages and algorithmic management. This new 
technologically driven world requires us to pay close attention to the values and 
ethics embedded in building new forms of work such as digital labor platforms.

This chapter provides an exploratory study by bringing in discourses around the 
globe on the Future of Work and then maps the arguments in the Global South 
domain. Further, it contextualizes the existing informal work in the Global South 
and discusses the manifestation of this informality in the various kinds of digital 
labor platforms. Eventually, it builds a case for studying India as an interesting 
labor site for examining the location-based platforms and argues for integrating 
decolonial and decentralized values in the labor platforms.

Setting the scene: Future of Work

The Future of Work (FoW) has been extensively discussed among policy 
makers, academicians, scholars and the public over the past decade in terms of 
technological and institutional trends. Schwab (2016) described the Future of 
Work as the Fourth Industrial Revolution building on the third one or the digital 
revolution, with newer and capable technology leading to paradigm shifts and 
transformation of the entire systems. The diminishing line between digital 
domains and offline realities is redefining not only “what” and “how” of doing 
things, but also “who” we are. Technological advancement in form of artificial 
intelligence, machine learning, autonomous agents, robotics, cloud computing, 
virtual reality, Internet of Things (IoT), among others, is changing how humans 
live, work, and develop relationships with each other (Schwab, 2016). In other 
words, technological disruptions encompass changes in work in terms of the 
automation level; rethinking the workforce with new talent categories from full-
time to freelancers, gig workers and crowds; and reimagining the workplace 
where physical proximity is no longer required (Schwartz et al., 2019).

Technological change is often viewed as a threat to existing systems and jobs 
at the beginning of all industrial revolutions. However, it is the exponential 
rather than linear pace of this industrial revolution that is making it a topic of 
public discourse – autonomous cars and drones arrived much before it was 
expected. Likewise, artificial intelligence and machine learning are already able 
to do things at a superhuman level – a project by Google’s DeepMind and the 
University of Oxford applied deep learning to a data set of BBC programs that 
created a more proficient lip-reading system as compared to human lip-readers 
(Hodson, 2016); Researchers at Stanford University developed an algorithm that 
is able to diagnose pneumonia from chest x-rays better than radiologists (Kubota, 
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2017); GPT-3, OpenAI’s powerful new language generator wrote an article from 
scratch for the British daily The Guardian recently (GPT-3, 2020). Moreover, the 
prolific artificial intelligence and “machines will likely perform many predictable 
cognitive and physical activities, such as operating machinery, administrative 
tasks, or preparing food” (Parker et al., 2020, p.2).

Since the start of 2010s, automation disrupting jobs and revolutionizing labor 
has become a popular narrative. The first such opus was given by Brynjolfsson & 
McAfee (2011), who build on the hypothesis of Jeremy Rifkin’s (1995), referring 
to it as “end of work” argument as they contend sophisticated technologies will 
bring us closer to a near-workerless world. A report by one of the big consultancy 
firms projected that half of the jobs globally have some features that could be 
automated (Manyika et al., 2017). Ford (2015) points out that the impact of this 
acceleration on job market and economy is bound to challenge the conventional 
wisdom of the theorists in relation to technology and economics as every industry 
will become less labor-intensive and incorporate labor-saving technology. A 
number of studies based on different countries concluded that occupations such 
as agriculture, industrial production and logistics, transportation, administration, 
sales, and even construction are at greater risk of automation, but new employment 
opportunities will be created in knowledge-intensive sectors such as health 
and education, which require human interaction and specialized skills (Frey & 
Osborne, 2013; Smit et al., 2017; Lalive & Oesch, 2019). Other studies estimate 
strong employment in new occupations, especially in Architecture, Engineering, 
Computer and Mathematical job families (World Economic Forum, 2016).

The impact of technological disruption on employment is also viewed in the form 
of “creative destruction,” first devised by noted economist Joseph Schumpeter 
(Cakici, 2016). This suggests that innovation revolutionizes the economic 
structure from within by destroying traditional jobs and creating new ones 
(McCraw, 2010). Referring as “churning”, economists argue that the amount of 
work is never limited or fixed in any economy and new employment opportunities 
will always be created. Some of the studies have even shown that the process of 
automation is in fact a “great job-creating machine”. A study by Deloitte based 
on 150 years of data from England and Wales established that technology results 
in faster growth, which in turn, helps in rising employment. Machines will take 
on repetitive tasks, but human labor will not be eliminated (Stewart et al., 2015). 
In a journal titled, “Why Are There Still So Many Jobs?” Autor (2015) argues 
that technological progress in the past two centuries has not made human labor 
obsolete or resulted in massive unemployment. While automation does replace 
labor, it also complements it, and raises output resulting in an increase in demand 
for labor.
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Sociologists of technology argue that technological disruption will create both 
winners and losers, reinforcing existing power structures and reproducing social 
inequalities. Brynjolfsson & McAfee (2014) demonstrate in their book “The 
Second Machine Age” that the current scenario is conducive for workers with 
special skills or the right education, as they can harness the digital technology 
to their advantage. However, this will result in a skill-biased technical change, 
where unskilled workers will continue to compete for low-skill jobs with ever-
lower wages. Ford (2015) in his book, “Rise of the Robots,” expresses concern 
about automation not only affecting lower-skill occupations, but also white-
collar, college-educated workers due to predictive algorithms studying the past 
records and figuring out how to complete a particular task. However, according to 
a study by Manyika et al. (2017), the automation potential for occupations in the 
United States requiring less than a high school diploma is 55 percent, whereas for 
those with college degree, it is 22 percent (Manyika et al., 2017).

Further, this job churn is also expected to worsen ethnic and gender imbalances 
(Balliester and Elsheikhi, 2018). For instance, Hispanics, Blacks, and Native 
Americans are excessively represented in driving occupations and are generally 
paid more, but the automation in transportation will severely affect them (Center 
for Global Policy Solutions, 2017). With respect to gender, Madgavkar et al. 
(2019) studied ten countries – six mature economies (Canada, France, Germany, 
Japan, the United Kingdom, and the United States) and four emerging economies 
(China, India, Mexico, and South Africa), and estimated that 20% of women 
(107 million) and 21% men (163 million) could be displaced due to automation 
by 2030. However, the composition of potential job losses and gains could be 
different for both genders. As per the same report, 52 percent of female job 
losses could be in routine cognitive tasks, such as service and clerical support 
roles, since women have more representation in these occupations. Men have 
more representation in routine physical roles such as machine operators and craft 
workers that could account for 40 percent of job loss. Moreover, transition into 
new roles that require upskilling or reskilling will be difficult for women due to 
long-established barriers and since the majority of their time is spent on unpaid 
care work.

Nevertheless, despite the threats, researchers are unable to undermine the progress 
and opportunities associated with technological transformation. The current 
scenario demands cooperation and human-robot collaboration “cobotization” 
(International Labour Office, 2016) and including ethics around human-
machine collaboration (Schwartz et al., 2019). This technological revolution is 
an opportunity to rethink the role of organizations, leaders, decision-makers and 
make more inclusive policies as the focus should be on improving the employment 
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conditions of workers. More specifically, targeting transition of workers through 
educational reforms, vocational training, upskilling and promoting lifetime 
learning (Balliester and Elsheikhi, 2018).

While the above-mentioned sectors are still debating and contemplating the 
absolute replacement by the robots and the algorithms, it has already become 
a reality of the platform economy. According to a recent report by India’s apex 
public policy think tank, the platform labor is the result of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution, where the existing platforms will scale to newer heights and the new 
ones will emerge rapidly owing to the increase in the number of active Internet 
users (NITI Aayog, 2022). On platforms such as Uber, the algorithms carry 
numerous tasks from allocating work to rewarding and reprimanding the workers. 
Hence, in this dissertation, I will focus exclusively on algorithmic management 
in the platform economy. The digital labor platforms will serve as a starting point 
for a discussion on the ethics and values to be incorporated in artificial agents.

Future of Work in the Global South

The impact of technological revolution on the Global South will be facilitated 
through local political, legal and socioeconomic structures (ILO and Tandem 
Research, 2018). However, much of the narrative surrounding Future of Work 
has been influenced by the needs and experiences of the Global North and the 
actuality is likely to be different (Mathur et al., 2018). The earlier industrial 
revolutions are yet to be completely experienced in several Global South countries 
as approximately 1.3 billion people (around 17% of the world) still live without 
electricity and basic amenities (Schwab, 2016).

Moreover, a distinction needs to be made between technological adoption and 
technological potential as the adoption of technology by the Global South is 
more complex than it seems. Various factors such as affordability, supporting 
infrastructure, level of skills, labor policies, social and cultural norms need to be 
considered, which could be different from the Global North (ILO and Tandem 
Research, 2018). Manyika et al. (2017) point out that the actual proportion of 
work that could be automated will depend upon technical and socio-economic 
factors of different countries. World Bank (2016, p. 22) estimates that “the share 
of occupations that could experience significant automation is actually higher in 
developing countries than in more advanced ones, where many of these jobs have 
already disappeared. But it will likely take longer in lower-income countries.” 
They also note that lower wages and slower technology adoption will moderate 
the effects of automation in the Global South where two-thirds of the jobs are 
susceptible to automation.
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The first paper to estimate the automation risks for the Global South collected data 
on 10 developing countries throughout Latin America, Africa, and Asia. Their 
results also suggested that the Global South are more susceptible to automation 
than OECD countries while estimating that Yunnan (Chinese province) has a low 
percentage of automation risk at 7.7% and Ghana’s automatable jobs stand at 
42.4% (Egana-delSol, 2019). This study is, however, limited by its inability to 
understand the role of a country’s infrastructure in the growth of automation. 
Another study focused on the Future of Work in India argues that progressive 
mechanization and adoption of micro-technologies rather than automation 
will govern the technological transformation in construction and agriculture 
industries (ILO and Tandem Research, 2018). The research highlights that labor 
displacement would occur due to the adoption of older machines as the new 
technology will be expensive. Interestingly, there is also a discrepancy in how 
the various Global South countries would respond to replacing humans with 
robots as this would be dependent on the cost saving machines. Countries like 
Mexico and Brazil, where the labor costs are lower, and China, where the labor 
cost is comparatively higher, are expected to benefit from using robots as the 
cost of using humans would be higher by 2025. Though, countries like India and 
Indonesia are not likely to gain from replacing humans due to very low labor cost 
and expanding workforce (Alonso Soto, 2020).

The Global South would also benefit from the new developments as the advanced 
technology can help in increasing agricultural productivity and benefit countries 
like India, Indonesia, and Peru by speeding up the structural transformations. 
Similarly, deployment of robots in manufacturing will aid productivity in 
Turkey, China, Russia and Mexico (Alonso Soto, 2020). At the same time, 
while evaluating the effects of new industrial revolution on the Global South, 
researchers also claim that agriculturalization and deindustrialization will compel 
the surplus workers to flood into the service sector due to the lack of demand for 
unskilled labor (Schlogl and Sumner, 2018). This will in turn lead to the bloating 
of the service sector, which may not result in mass unemployment, but will 
create wage stagnation. This phenomenon is explained by a Harvard economist 
Dani Rodrik as “premature deindustrialization” where “developing countries are 
turning into service economies without having gone through a proper experience 
of industrialization” (Rodrik, 2015, p. 2).

Further, World Brookings Blum Roundtable (2016) and Schwab (2016) have 
pointed towards “reshoring” of production by the Global North to automated 
factories that would further increase pressure for the Global South to create 
sufficient jobs. As per Avent (2017), “export-led industrialization” was earlier 
responsible for rapid catch-up growth in the Global South. However, this was a 
transitory phenomenon and repatriation of outsourced production from developing 
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countries will “make it more difficult in the future for poor countries to repeat the 
performance of the past twenty years” (p. 163). He also expresses concern about 
rich countries enjoying a near-monopoly in terms of the social capital that would 
eventually disrupt the development for the Global South.

Schlogl & Sumner (2018) concludes that the impact of automation is complicated 
to estimate empirically as researchers tend to employ technologically 
deterministic approaches. They argue that broader questions related to impact 
of technological revolution on structural changes “like profitability, labor 
regulations, unionization, and corporate-social expectations will be at least as 
important as technical constraints in determining which jobs get automated, 
especially in developing countries” (p. 1). Further, Mathur et al. (2018) argue that 
the impact of technological innovations should be viewed in localized contexts, 
otherwise dominant imaginaries will influence solution-finding abilities that may 
not align with the needs of the Global South. Similarly, Johal (2018) stresses upon 
the uncertainty of automation as technological solutions depend on social norms 
and preferences. Thereby, policymakers need to focus on developing resilient and 
responsive systems that support workers already in the workforce or preparing 
to enter it rather than re-orienting programs around automation predictions. 
Johal (2018) recommends continuously refreshing programs that would adjust to 
emerging social and economic conditions, imparting skill training to unemployed 
workers, accommodating needs of citizens, and digitally delivering these 
programs among other things. He warns against the risks of future-casting skills 
and occupations as the projections can go awfully wrong that could leave an 
entire generation with “not useful” skills.

While suggesting these solutions, it is also vital to consider the growing income 
disparity and rising inequality within the Global South. Income inequality 
between countries has decreased at the global level, but the same trend has not 
been followed within the countries (Balliester and Elsheikhi, 2018). The families 
situated at the bottom of the income distribution are not prepared for the new 
world of work, which would widen the inequalities further (Coyle, 2016). As per 
most economists, new technologies are responsible for this marginalization, as 
it creates a technological skill-bias and hollows out the job market. At the same 
time, poverty and low levels of education among marginalized groups restrict 
their access to technology gains further reproducing inequality. However, some 
economists also believe in the “rising dominance of a small group of corporate 
giants that have taken hold of the global economy, enjoying substantial profits 
and a low share of labor in firm value-added and sales” (Balliester & Elsheikhi, 
2018, p. 26) responsible for concentration of wealth in a few hands. Thus, 
transformative programs such as guaranteed annual income targeted at improving 
the livelihood of workers may be contemplated in the longer run.
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It is also worthwhile to mention that the Global South countries are different 
in comparison to OECD countries in terms of higher population growth rate, 
relatively unskilled labor, surplus labor, limited tertiary education, lower 
employment rate and larger agricultural and informal service sector (Schlogl and 
Sumner, 2018). Thus, a major challenge in understanding the Future of Work is 
to differentiate it from the Western world where the definition of being employed 
contrasts with the one in the Global South. Increasing employment opportunities 
in rich countries means moving people into paid employment whereas, in the 
Global South it entails moving people into better paid jobs as opposed to their low 
productive activities in the informal sector (World Brookings Blum Roundtable, 
2016). In this regard, Ng’weno & Porteous (2018) raise a significant point while 
discussing the Future of Work in Africa as they urge policymakers to recognize 
people working multiple gigs in the informal sector. They insist on lifting the 
“bad reputation” of the informal sector as it represents the substantial share of 
the economy and encourage to “improve the working conditions of independent 
workers, rather than continuing to pretend that regular, formal, contracted 
employment is the way that people want (or even should want) to earn a living” 
(p. 1). The same needs to be studied from the perspective of the newly emerged 
platform economy as well, which will be discussed in the following sections. 
Meanwhile, I will be delving deep into the informal economies of the Global 
South to understand the opportunities and the challenges of informal platform 
work.

Informal economies in the Global South

The complexities of Global South are also reflected in the economic definitions 
related to it. There is plenty of divergence about how to define and describe 
informal economy, informal employment, and informal sector. The background 
of ‘informal work’ is relevant for the key understanding of how informality gets 
manifested in the platform work and what does it means for the workers. In 
2015, the ILO Recommendation number 204 describes the informal economy 
as “referring to all economic activities by workers and economic units that 
are – in law or in practice – not covered or insufficiently covered by formal 
arrangements. The informal economy does not cover illicit activities” (OECD/
ILO, 2019, p.155). There is also a distinction between the informal sector and 
informal employment. While the informal sector is an enterprise-based concept 
consisting of unincorporated or unregistered enterprises, informal employment is 
a job-based concept referring to employment without social protection (OECD/
ILO, 2019; Vanek et al., 2014). These related terms are based on the guidelines 
issued by the International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) and are 
decided by international agreements.
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Hussmanns (2004) further developed a framework to classify the informal 
workers employed inside the informal sector and outside the informal sector. 
Informal employment inside the informal sector comprises of all employment 
in informal enterprises, including employers, employees, own account workers, 
contributing family workers and members of informal producers’ cooperatives. 
Informal employment outside the informal sector comprises a) employees 
holding informal jobs in formal sector enterprises; b) employees in households 
(e.g., domestic workers) without social protection; c) contributing family workers 
working in formal sector enterprises.

The concept of informal employment holds significance since these employees 
have a complicated and undefined relationship with their employers making 
them vulnerable and increasing their precarity. The Seventeenth International 
Conference of Labour Statisticians held in Geneva endorsed the following 
guidelines for a statistical definition of informal employment (ILO, 2003):

Employees are considered to have informal jobs if their 
employment relationship is, in law or in practice, not subject 
to national labour legislation, income taxation, social 
protection or entitlement to certain employment benefits 
(advance notice of dismissal, severance pay, paid annual or 
sick leave, etc.). (p. 14)

The guidelines also enlist a number of reasons for this scenario such as undeclared 
or casual jobs; hours of work or wages that do not meet a specific threshold; 
employment by unincorporated business or individuals working in households; 
or any kind of work where labor regulations are not enforced or complied with 
for any reason (ILO, 2003).

These statements point out the similarities with the concept of non-standard 
employment (NSE), which is also comprised of temporary, part-time and 
short-term agency work without legal protection and dominated by informality 
(Balliester and Elsheikhi, 2018; ILO, 2016). According to Vanek et al. (2014), 
while the Global South treats these arrangements as informal employment, they 
are referred to as non-standard or atypical work in the Global North. Interestingly, 
there has been a significant rise in NSE in both Global South and Global North 
over the past few decades. It becomes a matter of concern since it is coupled 
with insecurity for workers impacting the economic and social development 
of a country in the longer run due to undermining investments in innovation, 
slower productivity and volatility in labor markets (ILO, 2016). Moreover, NSE 
has implications on workers’ representation and fundamental rights at work. 
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They are unable to collectively bargain due to their undefined attachment to the 
workplace, leading to discrimination and poor working conditions (ILO, 2017). 
The same paper elaborates that the workers in NSE often receive less income 
than workers in standard jobs, have less control over working hours, leading to 
work-life imbalance, incur occupational safety and health risk, and are less likely 
to receive on-the-job training implicating negative effect on career development.

However, it is important to mention that not all researchers view informal 
employment negatively, especially in the context of the Global South. The term 
“informal sector” was first coined by a British anthropologist, Keith Hart, in 
1971, and was later included in the Kenya report prepared by the Kenya mission 
in 1972 as part the International Labour Office Organization’s employment 
missions to various countries of the Global South (Chen, 2012; OECD/ILO, 
2019). The Kenya report suggested including profitable and efficient enterprises 
as a part of the informal sector and not only the informal activities carried out by 
street hawkers, small traders and other underemployed groups (ILO, 1972). They 
emphasized on the potential of the informal sector to contribute to Kenya’s wealth 
and viewed it as a sector of thriving economic activity. However, the concept of 
the informal sector wasn’t accepted initially as it came from the thinkers and 
analysts of the Third World and not the foreign “development experts” (Bangasser, 
2000). Evidently, “the informal sector as an economic reality received a mixed 
review in development circles” (Chen, 2012, p. 2). Many perceived the sector 
as “peripheral,” some believed it would diminish after the modern industrial 
development, and others considered the expansion of the informal activities 
(ibid). By the 1980s, even the Global North started experiencing informalization 
of employment relations – non-standard or hourly jobs with fewer or no benefits 
saw a sudden rise leading to the permanence of informal economy (Chen, 2012). 
Therefore, the term “informal sector” was later changed to “informal economy” to 
“underline the fact that informality is not a ‘sector’, but a certain way of carrying 
out economic activities” (ILO, n.d.).

Presently, the informal economy consists of more than 50% of the global work 
force and more than 90% of the micro and small enterprises worldwide (ILO, 
n.d.). In a typical Global South country, the informal economy contributes 35% 
of gross domestic product and employs 70% of the workforce (Loayza, 2016). 
Looking more closely at the informal employment in the Global South, it stands 
at around 70% in Sub-Saharan Africa, 60% in South Asia and more than 50% in 
Latin America (World Bank, 2019). The same report states that Kenya has one 
of the highest informal employment rates in Africa at 77.9%, where 6 million 
businesses are unlicensed. Nearly 90% of India’s population or around 450 
million people works in the informal sector (unincorporated small or unregistered 
enterprises) with no minimum wages or social security (Sharma, 2020). Further, 
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Vanek et al. (2014) finds out that informal employment is a greater source of 
non-agricultural employment for women as compared to men in these regions 
– “South Asia (83% of women workers and 82% of men workers; Sub-Saharan 
Africa (74% and 61%); Latin America and the Caribbean (54% and 48%; plus, 
urban China (36% and 30%)” (p.2). While these statistics clearly indicate the size 
of the informal economy, they also highlight informal employment as the way 
of living and earnings for the majority of the people, especially in low-income 
countries. At the same time, these numbers have wider implications in relation to 
the productivity and income growth of workers – informal workers are only 15% 
as productive as formal workers, and their income growth is 1.5 times higher in 
the formal sector (World Bank, 2019). Thereby, some researchers also suggest 
the use of technology to reduce informality. For instance, the introduction of 
e-Payroll in Peru in 2008 helped employers send monthly reports to the National 
Tax Authority on various informal workers. This resulted in about 300,000 new 
formal jobs in that year and reduction of non-agricultural informal employment 
from 75% in 2004 to 68% in 2012 (World Bank, 2019).

Overall, it is important to accept and acknowledge that flexible work together 
with temporary contracts is likely to increase in the future, especially after the 
advent of digital labor platforms (explained in the next section). Thus, increasing 
the quality of existing jobs through improving the working conditions, providing 
social protection, work security, bringing the informal workers under the realm of 
labor laws, imparting on-the-job training, and providing opportunities for career 
development are some of the suggestions that are widely discussed. However, for 
this purpose, devising techniques for identifying and measuring informal work 
is also necessary. Therefore, Loayza (2016) suggests that the substantive and 
pervasive phenomenon of informality must be considered in the design of the 
development policies.

Platforms and labor

The word “platform” has been used in various contexts until now, but when it 
comes to the “digital platforms”, researchers have conceptualized it based on 
primarily two views – technical and non-technical. Technical view concentrates 
on the technical elements that interact to form a digital platform such as Apple 
iOS, upon which complementary products can be developed; while the non-
technical view focuses on platforms as a commercial market enabling transactions 
that could be business-to-business (B2B), business-to-customer (B2C), or 
customer-to-customer (C2C) exchange (Asadullah et al., 2018). For instance, 
Koh and Fichman (2014, p. 977) define non-technical digital platforms as “two-
sided network…that facilitate interactions between distinct but interdependent 
groups of users, such as buyers and suppliers.” Similarly, Berg et al. (2018) and 
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Choudary (2018), define digital platform as a business that provides technical 
infrastructure for connecting producers and consumers spanning geographic 
and economic circumstances enabling value-creating interactions between these 
people. Kenney & Zysman (2016, p. 65) focus on the digital arrangements of the 
online platforms “whose algorithms serve to organize and structure economic and 
social activity.”

In the specific case of digital labor platforms, these platforms act as “digital 
matchmakers” linking workers with consumers of work, providing relevant 
infrastructure, and setting governance conditions including the terms of service 
for the exchange of work. They also offer centralized locations for workers to 
discover various requests and facilitate the corresponding compensation (Berg et 
al., 2018). It is worth mentioning that in the early years, digital labor platforms 
functioned without enforcing any rules of engagement or specifying the terms. The 
pricing was decided by the demand and supply of labor, which has considerably 
increased over the years laying pressure on the service sector as mentioned in 
the earlier sections. Thus, Beerepoot and Lambregts, (2018) make a point about 
global digital labor platforms acting as versatile arbitrators or mediators rather 
than mere facilitators by introducing certain degree of regulation. Here, the 
platform provider has full access and control over the data as they are the ones 
offering a virtual space to the other two parties of demand and supply. Schmidt 
(2017) expresses concern about this information or power asymmetry that could 
foster monopolies or at least oligarchies.

In order to understand the platformization model and its framework better, it is 
important to categorize the digital labor platforms based on whether the job is 
performed remotely via the internet i.e., web-based or it is bound to a specific 
location i.e., location-based (ibid). Schmidt (2017) has further classified web-
based digital labor platforms (or cloud work) into freelance marketplaces, 
microtasking crowd work and contest-based creative crowd work; and location-
based digital labor platforms (or gig work) into accommodation, transportation 
and delivery services, and household and personal services.
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This framework proposed by Schmidt (2017) is widely accepted in the studies 
related to the platform economy and is explained below:

Table I: Types of digital labor platforms

Type of digital 
labor platforms

Description Examples Points to ponder

Cloud work (web-based digital labor)
freelance 
marketplaces

Online staffing 
industry where clients 
find independent 
contractors from across 
the world, and they bid 
for work

Upwork, 
Freelancer

- high level of surveillance 
where clients can virtually 
monitor contractors
- number of mouse clicks 
and pictures are recorded
- contractors have little 
control over data

microtasking 
crowd work

Task is subdivided 
into tiny units and 
distributed across 
interchangeable 
workers and 
unspecified group

Amazon 
Mechanical
Turk (MTurk), 
Clickworker, 
CrowdFlower

- very low and uncertain 
payment
- algorithms allocate, 
evaluate and rate the 
workers
- workers remain invisible 
and are not perceived as 
individuals

contest-based 
creative crowd 
work

Task is given to an 
entire crowd in form of 
a contest, while only 
one result is used and 
paid for

99designs, 
Zenlayout

- working conditions are 
emotional leading to high 
frustration
- low and precarious pay 
in comparison to the 
invested time and effort

Gig work (location-based digital labor)
accommodation Short-term lodging in 

spare rooms or entire 
houses

Airbnb, Wimdu 
and 9Flats 
(merged)

- multiple hosting of flats 
by commercial hosts
- impacts living space 
required for long-term 
renting
- Local politicians can 
regulate these platforms 
but the data cannot be 
trusted 
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transportation and 
delivery services 
(gig work)

Taxis are summoned by 
customers in real-time

Delivery-based, for 
instance, food is picked 
from the restaurant and 
delivered to the client 
for a delivery charge

Transportation 
(Uber, Ola, Lyft)
Delivery services 
(UberEATS, Yelp 
Eat24, Foodpanda, 
Deliveroo etc.)

(Transportation)
- satisfaction of drivers 
have declined
- risks and costs of the 
business is being shifted to 
contractors
- average income of 
drivers in less than the 
minimum wage defined in 
a few countries
(Delivery services)
- Condition better 
in comparison to 
transportation
- Fixed hour shifts
- Investment cost for bike 
is less and maintenance is 
low as well
- However, health and 
accident insurances are 
left to the prerogative of 
contractors

household services 
and personal 
services (gig work)

Services provided 
by independent 
contractors at the 
homes of clients

Helping, Book A 
Tiger, TaskRabbit

Personal services 
such as home
care, nursing, 
babysitting

- platforms monitor and 
control how the work is 
done
- the appearance and 
clothes are also governed
- this quality assurance 
leads to platforms getting 
sued for misclassifying 
them as contractors and 
not employees

Note. Adapted from Schmidt, F. A. (2017). Digital Labour Markets in the Platform Economy: 
Mapping the Political Challenges of Crowd Work and Gig Work. Freidrich Ebert Stiftung, 
January 1–32. (https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/wiso/13164.pdf). Copyright 2017 by Schmidt.

These points highlight the diverse nature of the digital labor platforms while 
accentuating the precarity entangled in them, especially due to the absence of any 
regulation and high dependency on algorithmic management. The policymaking 
is even more difficult for cloud-based platforms as they are not tied to a particular 
location (unlike the location-based platforms) and thus it is not always clear 
which national legal standards will be applicable if the stakeholders are based in 
different geographical locations (Schmidt, 2017). The location-based platforms 

Type of digital 
labor platforms

Description Examples Points to ponder

Gig work (location-based digital labor)
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involve more personal risks and occupational hazards are higher as compared to 
the web-based work since these services are delivered in a physical environment. 
However, there will be clashes even if we try to devise policies for just location-
based platforms. For instance, investment cost is higher for four-wheelers (cab 
companies) as compared to two-wheelers (delivery services). In fact, each of 
these platform categories has its own set of challenges with respect to algorithmic 
management, fair pay, labor laws, data protection, and privacy. However, it is 
beyond the scope of this chapter and the thesis to individually discuss these issues 
with respect to each platform category, hence, Chapter 3 and 4 will exclusively 
focus on the ride-hailing platforms (transportation services).

Both transport and accommodation platforms are backed by high venture capital 
in terms of cars and homes making their impact more visible and potentially large 
since it affects many jobs, particularly with respect to transportation platforms 
where part-time drivers have turned into full-time drivers. It is also important to 
mention that platform markets, such as driving and other household services, tend 
to have low entry barriers making it feasible for low-skilled or unskilled workers 
to find work (OECD, 2016). However, digitally delivered services requiring 
cognitive skills are likely to pay better than the location-based manual services 
(ibid). Nevertheless, it cannot be undermined that a large number of people are 
now finding work and performing jobs through apps, platforms, and websites 
(Graham et al., 2020; Heeks, 2019). The annual worth of the platform economy 
is approx. 50 billion USD and there are around 40 million platform-based gig 
workers in the Global South. However, Heeks (2019) does admit that these figures 
are more of a rough estimate considering the rapidly changing nature of this 
economy. What is of significance here is the expansion of the platform economy 
that allow for flexible sources of income outside the conventional employment, 
but at the same time, foster a new class of precarious workers, also termed as 
“Cybertariat” (Huws, 2015, para 1).

Making a case for India: Organizing and algorithmizing platform labor

With a population of more than 1.3 billion, there are over 800 million internet 
subscribers and 750 million smartphone users reported in India in the year 
2021 (Deloitte, 2022). Access to mobile technology, low-priced smartphones, 
staggeringly cheaper data plans and ease of mobile payments including the growing 
popularity of mobile wallets have offered various economic opportunities for 
platform companies across India. Consequently, India has appeared as one of the 
largest countries in the world for gig and platform work, which is likely to grow 
further due to an increase in e-commerce platforms (NITI Aayog, 2022). Driven 
by technological innovations, this has disrupted the labor market in India, where 
digital labor platforms act as ‘matchmakers’ linking labor demand and supply, 
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either for web-based or location-based digital labor (Schmidt, 2017). These digital 
platforms allow people to work remotely and have created an online freelance 
market (e.g., Flexing It, Amazon Mechanical Turk) enabling greater flexibility 
and autonomy. Within this domain, location-based services such as transport 
(e.g., Uber, Ola), delivery (e.g., Zomato, Swiggy) and household (e.g., Urban 
Company, Housejoy) have created opportunities for micro-entrepreneurship and 
self-employment especially for the lower-strata of society (Kaka et al., 2019; 
Schmidt, 2017). The platform markets, such as driving and other household 
services, tend to have low entry barriers making it feasible for low-skilled or 
unskilled workers to find work (OECD, 2016). However, digitally delivered 
services requiring cognitive skills are likely to pay better than the location-based 
manual services (ibid). Moreover, since location-based services are delivered in 
a physical environment, personal risks and occupational hazards are higher as 
compared to web-based work.

In many countries, particularly Global South nations such as India, location-
based platforms are entering existing informal and heterogenous labor markets 
that are mostly unorganized and fragmented. These markets function with little 
or no standardization in labor conditions or rights (Aneja and Shridhar, 2019). 
According to Kenney & Zysman (2016) in certain cases, these platform services 
disrupt the regulated service providers, whereas, in other cases, it fills the gaps 
in the previously flawed work culture of the locally or less organized market. 
Some scholars argue that the platform economy, popularly referred to as the 
‘gig’ economy, is further informalizing the existing informal labor practices 
(Chaudhary, 2020) as the platforms do not consider them as ‘employees.’ They 
are often misclassified as independent contractors than being labelled as the actual 
employees of the firm, and this prohibits them from availing all the employee 
benefits (Bates et al., 2019; Fairwork India, 2020). These workers around the 
globe have struggled to be classified as employees, for instance, 40,000 Uber 
drivers in London in 2016 won the right to be included in the employee category 
and the entitlement to the national minimum wage (Johnston, 2016). Similarly, 
a new set of rulings made it mandatory for ride-hailing apps to pay a minimum 
base-pay rate of around $17 an hour (Ghaffary, 2018). The Indian government is 
currently striving to bring gig workers listed on online platforms onto the Goods 
and Services Tax Network, which could formalize this workforce (Peermohamed, 
2020). The move will not necessarily result in workers paying additional taxes 
as their turnover will be less than 4 million annually, however it could result in 
creating a formal database of the workers for identification and tracking in case 
of any untoward event.
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The Fairwork Foundation, a research initiative dedicated to intervention around 
the quality of work on digital labor platforms, have come up with five principles 
to ensure fair platform work: Fair Pay, Fair Conditions, Fair Contracts, Fair 
Management, and Fair Representation (Fairwork India, 2020):

The first two principles ask if workers receive fair pay for 
their work, and if their jobs are characterized by healthy and 
safe working conditions. The other three focus on whether 
the platform’s contract with the workers is fair; management 
processes and communication channels are clear and 
transparent; and platforms allow for the expression of worker 
voice through open worker representation. (p. 4)

Platforms are awarded scores out of ten based on whether they meet the basic 
standard (basic point for first threshold) and a higher standard (advanced point 
for second threshold). For instance, in relation to Fair Pay, the initial threshold 
is whether the worker earnings are above the local minimum wage and the 
secondary threshold is about earnings above local minimum wage after meeting 
the costs. The Fairwork Foundation has engaged with eight platforms in South 
Africa and four in India, and a few of these platforms have agreed to implement 
the changes (Graham et al., 2020).

While such initiatives are a welcome change in the rapidly growing digital labor 
industry, the platforms are not mandated to adopt these practices by law. In 
this scenario, the legal landscape has to evolve worldwide through government 
intervention in order to protect the platform workers. In 2019, the California 
state senate passed a legislation that sought to re-classify platform workers as 
employees rather than independent contractors. The bill would have extended 
employee benefits to workers, but prominent platform companies pushed for a 
watered-down alternative in form of Proposition 22, allowing companies to hire 
workers as independent contractors while ensuring some protection of workers 
(Conger, 2020). The European Parliament passed laws to boost workers’ rights in 
the gig economy by increasing transparency, allowing them to predict workflow, 
refuse any tasks, and removing exclusivity clauses (European Parliament, 
2019). In fact, Canada introduced a new category of workers called “dependent 
contractors”, who are regularly employed by the hiring entity and are authorised 
to be the representatives of that company. This allows workers to be flexible 
in terms of working hours, yet they are protected by the Minimum Wage Act 
and Working Hour Regulation Act (Bhatnagar and Shukla, 2020). In 2020, India 
passed a bill on Social Security Code aiming at enabling social security schemes 
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that includes providing life and disability insurance, provident funds, health and 
maternity benefits to gig workers (Sarkar, 2020).

Though it is yet to be seen how these laws will be implemented, there are already 
too many grey areas in these bills. For instance, the definition of “gig workers” and 
“platform workers” suffer from overlap; there is a duality in the administration 
of social security schemes in India as both the Central and State governments 
will formulate policies for the gig workers; and the bill fails to mention labor 
rights for workers (Sarkar, 2020). Additionally, the legislation misses the real 
issues related to fluctuation of income as it dependent on number of rides in a 
month; implementation of social security scheme in case of multiple gigs; and the 
passing on of the social security cost to gig workers by the platform companies 
(Nishant Sharma, 2020; Shekhar, 2020).

Despite the informalities and precarities in this sector, these platform companies 
create work, entrepreneurial opportunities and contribute towards skill 
development of laborers. UrbanClap (now Urban Company) collaborated with 
the National Urban Livelihoods Mission to foster jobs for the urban poor with 
minimum assured monthly wages (Surie, 2019). Cab aggregator service Uber 
partnered with Singapore-based iCare Life to train 50,000 women drivers in 
order to start working with Uber (PTI, 2015).

Digital platform economy is viewed as an important avenue for employment 
creation in India by current policy makers especially for women workers as 
they help them access opportunities remotely and with utmost flexibility (Kaka 
et al., 2019). While the cloud-based work is an attractive opportunity for the 
more educated women professionals, what is more interesting is the potential 
of location-based services for the less educated women workers, also the ones 
falling into the category of precarious labor. According to a report by Mishra 
and Ajmal (2019), there are about 1 million workers in the delivery sector and 
number of women workers rose to 67,900 in 2019 from 40,000 in 2018. This was 
credited to flexibility apart from the better pay parity. While there are no clear 
figures on the number of women workers employed by India’s largest at-home 
service provider Urban Company (formerly UrbanClap), a report by Shrivastava 
(2019) suggests beauty services (dominated by women) as the most important 
category for the company bringing in the highest proportion of revenue at 40%. 
Another on-demand home service platform, Timesaverz claims that 50 per cent 
of their workforce are women. This mobile first marketplace helps in booking 
services ranging from cleaning, beauty, repairing to carpentry and plumber jobs 
(Roy, 2018).
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However, it is not only the beauty sector, which is preferred by women workers, 
the Babajob platform in fiscal 2016 recorded seven times more demand for 
female cab drivers and an increase of 153 per cent in women’s applications for 
driver jobs (PTI, 2016). This is further substantiated by ride-hailing app Ola’s 
spokesperson who said there has been a remarkable increase in the number of 
women fleet operators across four, three and two-wheelers (PTI, 2020). The same 
report also highlighted there are no clear figures for exactly how many women 
drivers are registered with Ola and Uber. However, in 2018, Ola said the number 
of female-driver partners rise by 40 per cent every quarter for them and both these 
apps seem to have a sizeable number of women drivers (Sridharan, 2018).

Regardless of these seemingly promising numbers, women’s participation in the 
labor force is on a continuous decline, from 21% in 2019 to 19% in 2021 (ILO, 
2022). Several factors are responsible for this – women are expected to shoulder 
most of the household and familial duties; socio-economic markers of gender, 
caste, religion restricting their entry into workforce; lack of safe and secure 
environment for female workers; and sociocultural norms that limit access to 
education and employment opportunities (Aneja and Shridhar, 2019; Berg et al., 
2018).

Chaudhary & Verick (2014) stress upon taking a comprehensive approach for 
improving working conditions for female workers in India by imparting relevant 
skills through education and training programs, providing healthcare, maternal 
and childcare benefits, ensuring secure and accessible transport, and creating 
ample job opportunities. They say developing gender responsive policies that 
could minimize ‘gender-constraints’ that face most women is the need of the hour 
as women face multiple challenges relating to wage parity, discrimination at work 
and risk of exploitation particularly in the informal economy.

These dynamics further change under the digital matchmaking economy where 
algorithms are increasingly taking on the role of human resource managers, 
middle managers, and customer service representatives (Schmidt, 2017) and 
performing functions related to decision-making, disseminating information and 
performance evaluation (Lee et al., 2015).

In context of ride-hailing services Uber and Lyft, Lee et al. (2015) further elaborate 
the function of algorithmics and describes this entire process as algorithmic 
management:



35

Independent, distributed drivers with their own cars are 
algorithmically matched with passengers within seconds 
or minutes, and the fare dynamically changes based on 
where passenger demand surges, all through the app on 
their mobile phones. Drivers’ performance is evaluated by 
passengers’ rating of their service quality and drivers’ level 
of cooperation with algorithmic assignment. Algorithmic 
management allows a few human managers in each city to 
oversee hundreds and thousands of drivers on a global scale. 
(p. 1603).

In an interview with INDIAai, Uber India’s engineer explained how the company 
leverages Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Machine Learning (ML) technologies 
to study magnitudes of data and take several decisions based on it, such as, 
“forecasting, dispatch, personalisation, demand modeling, and dynamic pricing” 
(Balaji, 2021, para 8).

However, the dark-side of algorithmic management consists of excessive 
surveillance and control that involves tracking every action of the worker by 
installing manual or electronic logs and dash-cams (Rosenblat and Stark, 2016), 
and thus making the digital labor platforms prove to be stressful by its design. For 
instance, the drivers in the ride-hailing sector are worried about the lost income 
due to low ratings, high cancellation rates, combined with inconsistent pay and 
employment insecurity (Bates et al., 2019). “Algorithmic interpellations and 
personalized management techniques lead the drivers to experience anxiety (e.g., 
trouble thinking clearly, suspiciousness, inappropriate emotions)” (Pignot, 2021, 
p. 218). They are also known to suffer from several other health-related issues 
such as fatigue and sleep deprivation, which can essentially put their lives as well 
as the passengers’ lives at risk. In 2020, a woman passenger narrated an incident 
where she drove the Uber cab from Pune to Mumbai (cities in India) after her 
intercity driver started falling asleep and was about to crash into another car (The 
Indian Express, 2020).

In this regard, Pignot (2021) also discusses that the supposed flexible schedule 
in the platform economy has a darker meaning for the low-income workers, as 
they are not informed about their assignments/tasks well in advance and they also 
end up taking a lot of work due to their financial vulnerability. Mishra (2019) 
elaborates:
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On rainy days, when it is particularly dangerous for two-
wheeler riding delivery partners, the incentives and the pay 
are the maximum. Most riders complain of back injuries 
after long hours of riding. Thus, the so-called ‘casual’ work 
environment, and the ‘choice’ to take fewer orders, is a myth. 
(para 6).

Additionally, there are growing concerns and cases where algorithms have proved 
to be discriminatory against gender and race. Zou and Schiebinger (2018) write 
about Google translator often converting sentences written for women into ‘he 
said’ or ‘he wrote’. The same article mentions that how algorithms developed for 
identifying skin cancer were not tested on dark-skinned people due to the skewed 
data sets. In another study, Caliskan et al. (2017) found that word embedding (a 
popular algorithm) associate pleasant terms (e.g., love, honest, honor) more with 
European-American names; unpleasant terms (e.g., agony, prison, murder with 
African-American names; career words (e.g., professional, salary) with men; and 
family words (e.g., parents, children) with women. Nicol Turner-Lee, a senior 
fellow at Center for Technology Innovation, Brookings Institution, elucidates:

We can think about algorithmic bias in two primary ways: 
accuracy and impact. An AI can have different accuracy rates 
for different demographic groups. Similarly, an algorithm 
can make vastly different decisions when applied to different 
populations. (Heilweil, 2020, para 8)

This compelled me to think deeper and analyze the probable biases of the 
algorithms in the Indian context. As we have seen, most of this empirical data is 
drawn from the Global North studies. In the Global South context, Arun (2019) 
mentions about the possibility of algorithms discriminating based on a “seemingly 
innocuous fact that acts as a marker for identity” (p. 11), for instance, some tasks 
such as manual scavenging can reveal the caste of a person due to the history of 
marginalized caste people performing this job in India.

Hence, it is important to analyze the algorithm design with respect to the digital 
labor platforms, especially in the Indian context, which has its own nuances. The 
automation of this sector may reproduce and perhaps amplify the discriminatory 
practices that have long pervaded in these contexts as evident in the growing 
literature on algorithmic bias and oppression (Lee et al., 2015; Muller, 2020; 
Page et al., 2017; Rosenblat and Stark, 2016). Match-making algorithms, it turns 
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out, can be deeply gendered and exploitative. Few workers gain insight into the 
‘logic’ of governing work and often must alter their behavior even if detrimental 
to their own well-being. Thus, we cannot think of the platforms as ‘neutral entities 
and there is a need to flag the embedded biases. By being ‘worker and gender 
blind’, we are reducing the gains made by these new technological opportunities 
for workers, especially women.

There is a strong need of an appropriate ethical, responsible, and feminist design 
with a focus on algorithms for these location-based digital labor platforms, so as 
to make them more inclusive for women workers. For many female workers, these 
mediated platforms have become a necessity due to unavailability of formal work. 
It is also important to distinguish these workers from highly skilled and educated 
classes for whom online work creates an option for flexibility and remote work 
(Aneja and Shridhar, 2019). Hence, this thesis shall keep the precarious women 
labor at the center while investigating the challenges and recommending changes 
for both female and male workers, for whom informal ‘gig work’ has been a way 
of living since years.

Values in platforms

The above analysis calls for a platform design overhaul to realize an inclusive 
Future of Work and thus, it is essential to discuss the design approaches and values 
that could be embedded in the labor platforms. The ‘Design for Values’ approach 
focusing on value sensitive design that accounts for moral and human values to 
create technology has thrived in the recent years, following the exceptional work 
of Batya Friedman. Now this approach is widely advocated by researchers and 
policy makers across the world, though using different terminologies. One such 
term ‘Ethics by Design’, concerns apprising the autonomous agents with the ability 
to reason about ethical aspects of their decisions and making sure their behavior 
is within moral bounds (Dignum et al., 2018). Some of the questions that are 
raised by Dignum et al. (2018) are about the abilities of machines making moral 
decisions; legal and ethical consequences of these technologies – How do they 
ensure the embedding of the human dimension in machine-mediated interactions 
as well as making moral, societal and legal values be a part of the design process 
and when is the right time for the government and public to intervene.

The ethical and values-based design of autonomous and intelligent systems 
(A/IS) are directed by eight General Principles, namely, 1) Human Rights that 
protect internationally recognized human rights of people 2) Well-Being to 
ensure psychological, social, economic fairness, and environmental factors 
matter 3) Data Agency to let people have control over identity 4) Effectiveness 
that provides evidence of the effectiveness of these agents 5) Transparency 
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to make AI decisions always discoverable 6) Accountability to provide an 
unambiguous rationale for all decisions 7) Awareness of Misuse to guard against 
potential risks; and 8) Competence to adhere to the knowledge and skill required 
(IEEE, 2019). The same study stresses upon following eudaimonia, a concept in 
Aristotelian ethics that translates into human welfare or happiness, where ethical 
contemplation help us define how we wish to live and raises an important point 
regarding “whose” ethics to be programmed in A/IS amidst differing ethical 
traditions. Some scholars express their concerns regarding the dominance of 
“Western” ethics and exclusion of other value systems such as Eastern ethics 
including Buddhist and Ubuntu traditions. IEEE (2019) recommends enabling 
a cross-cultural dialogue of ethics in technology from a range of value systems.

Regarding the design sensibility in Global South, Fry (2017) argues that it is 
pertinent to consider the actual social, economic, and biophysical circumstances 
of people and avoid a constructivist image of the South. In a similar context, 
Sambasivan & Holbrook (2018) argue that much of AI’s path has been influenced 
by Western nations and there is a strong need of integrating global communities 
to create an inclusive tech design. For instance, visual browsing or memorized 
sequences can be used in countries with lower literacy rates without compromising 
on the quality of the personal assistants. Interfaces need to be trained to switch 
languages as Indians use various languages depending on emotion and context. 
At the same time, it is also important to consider cultural/religious implications 
while designing these platforms in certain countries. For example, a customer 
based in Hyderabad did not accept an order of food from a Muslim delivery 
person. While people on various social media platforms slammed the customer, 
they also suggested that platforms should not disclose the names of the delivery 
persons as it could reveal their religion (The Indian Express, 2019). This case 
could also have been avoided if the algorithm was trained to identify such 
customers as ‘potential threats’ since the man requested for a Hindu delivery 
person in the special instruction column of the app.

A paper published by IBM (2019) stresses upon embedding ethics in AI from the 
beginning of AI creation and discusses five areas of ethical focus: 1) Accountability 
to consider the system’s impact in the world; 2) Value Alignment to ensure 
sensitivity to cultural norms and values including human experiences, memories, 
upbringing; 3) Explainability to make sure humans can easily understand 
AI’s decisions and conclusions; 4) Fairness that prevents biases and promotes 
inclusiveness of a diverse population; and 5) User Data Rights to protect the 
information of users and not share their interactions without permission. Some of 
the other researchers classify ethical practices as a subset of responsible design. 
Wang et al. (2020) build a framework of four practices that organizations need 
to follow for Responsible AI such as Data Governance that focuses on building 
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transparency, trust and explainability; Ethically Designing Solutions that reduce 
risk of unethical behaviors by algorithms and suggests unlocking this “black 
box”; Training and Educating managers and employees with ethical use of AI; 
and Human-Centric Surveillance/Risk Control that should consider several risks 
such as security risks related to privacy or cyber intrusion, economic risks such as 
job displacement and performance risk related to errors and biases.

Another field of study that demands attention is ‘Feminist by Design’, which 
should be considered during the development and design of algorithms. Bardzell 
(2010) makes that case, “feminism is a natural ally to interaction design, due 
to its central commitments to issues such as agency, fulfilment, identity, 
equity, empowerment, and social justice” (p. 1301). This theory also holds that 
women’s worldview and knowledge is different from men due to patriarchal 
societies limiting their access to certain resources, and this limitation should be 
channelized as a resource rather than being gender blind. By deploying Bardzell’s 
(2010) Feminist Human-Computer Interaction Design approach, we should aim 
to center the lived experiences of those who encounter precarity, informality, 
discrimination on the digital labor platforms. The qualities proposed by her for 
HCI are: pluralism, participation, advocacy, ecology, embodiment, and self-
disclosure. Broadly, she rejects the idea of universalism and acknowledges 
diversity that foregrounds questions of cultural difference rather than focusing 
on universal designs. She encourages ongoing dialogue between designers and 
users that could make the design more inclusive and collaborative. She urges 
designers to bring about political emancipation and emphasizes how different 
genders experience interaction. She advocates for integrating an awareness of 
design artifacts’ effects in their broadest contexts and having an awareness of the 
stakeholders throughout design reasoning and evaluation. These feminist HCI 
principles form the basis of my arguments for redesigning the platforms, where 
precarious workers, especially women, should take the center-stage. Moreover, 
principles such as participation and pluralism are not only helpful in analyzing 
the AI design but can also inform the overall structural and architectural design 
of the platforms.

Various other theories aligning with Bardzell’s concepts such as Design Justice 
Intersectional Feminist Framework (Costanza-Chock, 2018) and Cross-Cultural 
Feminist Technologies (Arora and Chowdhury, 2021) should also be used. Design 
Justice believes in challenging the “matrix of domination: white supremacy, 
heteropatriarchy, capitalism, and settler colonialism” (Collins, 2000 as cited in 
Costanza-Chock, 2018, p. 530). It treats designers as facilitators and requires the 
involvement of workers and advocacy organizations from the beginning of the 
platform process. Thereby, it challenges the various forms of gender and racial 
inequalities at multiple levels and rethinks design by centering the voices of 
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marginalized people. In the similar context, cross-cultural feminist technologies 
argue for taking into account a range of possibilities and cultural values by placing 
the margin at the center. In relation to the datasets and algorithms, a cross-cultural 
feminist approach calls for recognizing code and culture as dialectical, holding 
different points of view, but the aim should be to strike a balance between them. 
This can be achieved by committing to the “entirety of the coding process, from 
the selection and management of the data sets, to the people and institutions 
behind data training decisions, to the recursive and reflective assessment of the 
impact of code on social life” (Arora and Chowdhury, 2021, p. 5). It basically 
takes into account the concerns, conversations, and circumstances of a diverse 
group. For instance, apart from dealing with the issues of gender discrimination 
on the platforms, the designers need to understand the sensibilities of Indian 
women and their culture rather than considering women around the globe in 
general for developing labor platforms. Therefore, ‘Feminism by Design’ should 
be examined closely and used as a launching pad for feminist approaches in 
location-based labor work in the Global South.

Ali (2016) sums up these arguments in context to decolonial computing:

…embrace the “decolonial option” as an ethic, attempting 
to think through what it might mean to design and build 
computing systems with and for those situated at the 
peripheries of the world system, informed by the ways of 
thinking and knowing (epistemologies) located at such 
sites, with a view to undermining the asymmetry of local-
global power relationships, and effecting the decentering of 
Eurocentric/ Western-centric universals (p. 21)

Clearly, while there is a significant overlap of principles between concepts of 
‘Ethics by Design’, ‘Ethical Design’, ‘Values in Design’, ‘Responsible Design’, 
‘Human-Centred Design’ or ‘Feminist by Design’, but what is central is a need 
for a more inclusive and participatory platform design that involves interacting 
and understanding the various stakeholders especially situated at the peripheries. 
This research aims to contribute to the existing body of literature by focusing 
on the feminist design of algorithm-driven location-based digital labor platforms 
keeping women workers in India as a central concern. It has already been pointed 
out that most of the AI’s path has been influenced by the Western world including 
the ethical principles, hence it is imperative to study this from the Global South 
and especially the Indian perspective. Moreover, digital platforms are mostly built 
from the consumer viewpoint and thereby, a bottom-up approach is necessary for 
designing these platforms.



41

Chapter 2

feminist approaches to  
location-based platforms in India

Introduction

As the third-born daughter of a poverty-stricken couple in the Indian city of 
Delhi, Rinky would consider herself fortunate on days she wouldn’t have to sleep 
on an empty stomach. While the parents tried to send their three daughters and 
one son to the school initially, Rinky and her sisters were compelled to drop 
out prematurely due to lack of funds. Soon after, the sisters were occupied with 
the household chores; however, Rinky started looking for work at a young age. 
Despite the odds, she wanted to make a difference in her life and provide financial 
support to her family members. She took up menial jobs in the beginning, such 
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as cleaning houses, cooking, and washing dishes. However, she earned a meagre 
amount of Rs 5,000 (about 70 USD) every month and often felt disrespected and 
constrained by her job. It was then that someone in the neighborhood advised 
her to learn driving and become a driver-partner with the app-based taxi services 
operating in the city. She thought this move would dramatically change her life, 
as she witnessed some of her male friends turning into micro-entrepreneurs and 
taking home a lucrative income of Rs 40,000 (about 540 USD) every month.

After fighting a battle at home with her family and neighbors, who opposed the 
idea of her becoming a cab driver, she spent three months learning to drive at 
her own expense. Having achieved this, she then arranged her identification 
documents, applied for a driving license, procured a car from a fleet owner, and 
then partnered with a digital ride-hailing platform. She was then given some basic 
training about the app functionality and how to conduct herself professionally. 
Soon she had the steering wheel in her hands, and it felt like an achievement 
to her. Besides enabling flexible work hours, the job provided her with a sense 
of independence. However, she was always worried about how the rides were 
assigned to her, driving on unknown routes, and boarding male passengers. 
Gradually, she also realized that she was earning less than her male friend, since 
she was not able to drive for seventeen or eighteen hours a day due to lack of 
physical strength. It was then that her male friend revealed that he was spending 
a major portion of his income on repaying the car loan he had taken out, and that 
is why he worked longer hours.

‘Rinky’ and her ‘male friend’ are composite characters but represent stories of 
many such women and men in India for whom the platform-based economy has 
seemingly opened a plethora of employment opportunities. Across the world, 
a large number of people find work and perform jobs through apps, platforms, 
and websites (Graham et al., 2020; Heeks, 2019). As elsewhere, the platform 
economy has grown exponentially in India over the last decade, with an estimated 
3.03 million platform workers and employees employed across 11 platforms 
such as Ola, Uber, Swiggy, Zomato, Urban Company and others (Fairwork India, 
2020). These platforms have had a positive impact in Global South, opening 
up new opportunities in the context of employment, inclusion, earnings, career 
advancement, flexibility and the reduction of commuting and environmental 
costs. Some researchers also consider that location-based platforms have the 
potential to facilitate women from lower-income backgrounds in the Global 
South countries to find work. Some of these platforms often provide workers with 
their own smartphones or other communication devices and impart the necessary 
skill training, for example upskilling women with limited digital literacy and 
providing them with access to digital technologies, besides providing other 
necessary infrastructure (Aneja & Shridhar, 2019; Kasliwal, 2020).
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Women workers in India are no longer confined to stereotypical jobs such as 
salon and care work; they are venturing into hitherto male domains such as cab 
driving and delivery services. According to a report by Mishra & Ajmal (2019), 
there are about one million workers in the delivery sector and the number of 
women workers grew to 67,900 in 2019 from 40,000 in 2018. The Babajob18 
platform in recorded an increase of 153 per cent in women’s applications for 
driver jobs in the 2016 fiscal year (PTI, 2016). According to the Road Transport 
Yearbook for 2015-16 (the latest such report available), 17.73 % of the 15 million 
licensed female drivers drive professionally (PTI, 2020). Though there are no 
distinct figures available for how many women are registered with Ola and Uber 
as drivers, ride-hailing app Ola confirmed a rise of 40% every quarter in the 
number of female drivers registered with them (Sridharan, 2018). Moreover, cab 
aggregation service Uber announced a tie-up with a Singapore-based company to 
train 50,000 women taxi drivers in India by 2020 (PTI, 2015).

While the premise of digital platforms generating jobs for women is promising, 
one cannot ignore the accompanied precarity, persistent gender pay gap, and 
reinforcement of the structural and gender inequalities that persists in practice 
(van Doorn, 2017). For instance, the assignment of work on these platforms 
is often gendered. The resultant ‘digital labor’ is managed and controlled by 
efficiency-oriented AI-enabled algorithms, which has often resulted in the neglect 
of the needs of disadvantaged groups, amplified their precarity, and increased the 
mental stress associated with the incentive-based gamification model (Schmidt, 
2017). Moreover, there is already growing evidence of AI based discrimination 
– attributed largely to the lack of diversity in datasets as well as in the IT teams 
that shape the logic of these systems (see Dastin, 2018; Israni, 2017; Marr, 2019). 
Hence, there is a possibility that societal biases, including gender norms, can be 
transferred into the machines as technology reflects the values of its creators. In 
the earlier contextual example, Rinky could not comprehend the algorithmic-
driven ride allocation or drive for seventeen or eighteen hours in a day to channel 
the incentives offered for working long hours. In fact, had she wanted to loan a 
vehicle in her own name, it would have been difficult for her due to the gender 
gap in financial inclusion in India.

There is a dearth of academic research contextualizing gender with respect to 
digital labor platforms in the Global South. Here, India makes a complicated, 
yet very interesting, research field as a site where issues of gender intersect with 
class, caste, and religion in one of the most religiously and ethnically diverse 
nations of the world. Hence, in this chapter, I map the contemporary and global 
socio-cultural and political understandings around low-income women workers, 
specifically in the Indian context and intersect these with global scholarship on 
18  India’s digital marketplace connecting informal sector workers with prospective employers
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the platform economy, and, specifically, the location-based services sector in 
India. I investigate gender-based concerns, opportunities, and suggestions from 
the growing literature on algorithmic bias that shapes digitally mediated work 
in the Global South. I argue that it is necessary to go beyond the sensitization 
of institutions and people to gendered issues and persistent precarity within 
the location-based platform economy in India. Building on these global and 
interdisciplinary and empirical based learnings, I propose a feminist approach to 
design and development of this sector for an inclusive Future of Work.

The chapter begins with a discussion of what constitutes a feminist approach 
to informality, which marks the nature of the platform economy. This follows 
with a review of the literature on the work opportunities created by the platform 
economy. With a special focus on location-based platform labor, platform design 
is discussed in relation to dimensions. First, I focus on platform architecture, 
encompassing the design choices made to attract and retain an ecosystem of 
producers and consumers – platform workers and consumers of work – covering 
the platform business model, the creation of network effects, the position of 
platform workers, and the power dynamics between platform owners and workers. 
Second, I look at algorithmic management, involving the governance, tracking 
and evaluation of platform workers. I focus particularly on the platformization of 
women’s labor and the associated vulnerability, discrimination, and informality. 
Finally, I argue for a feminist design intervention in platform architecture and 
algorithmic management. While the focus of this chapter is India, several examples 
from other low-income countries and the Global South have been drawn on that 
resonate closely with the Indian case. Where necessary, comparisons have also 
been made with the high-income countries of the world.

The purpose of this transnational and cross-sectoral comparative approach is to 
emphasize the cross-cutting nature of precarity, informality, and exploitation as 
platforms become key mediators in the Future of Work in the Global South. I 
consider that there is a need for cooperative and solidarity-based approaches that 
decenter capitalistic values, replacing them with care-based values if we are to 
reimagine and reconstitute fair and inclusive work conditions.

Feminist approaches to the informal economy and informality

Presently, the informal economy consists of more than 50% of the global work 
force and more than 90% of the micro and small enterprises worldwide (ILO, 
n.d.). In a typical emerging economy, the informal economy contributes 35% 
of gross domestic product and employs 70% of the workforce (Loayza, 2016). 
Looking more closely at informal employment in the Global South, it stands 
at around 70% in Sub-Saharan Africa, 60% in South Asia and more than 50% 
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in Latin America (World Bank, 2019). Further, Vanek et al. (2014) argue that 
informal employment is a greater source of employment for women as compared 
to men in these regions. While these statistics clearly indicate the large size of 
the informal economy, they also highlight informal employment as the way of 
living and earning for majority of the people, especially women, in low-income 
countries. Looking closely at India, nearly 90% of the population (around 450 
million people) work in the informal sector (unincorporated small or unregistered 
enterprises) with no minimum wages or social security (YS Sharma, 2020). Here 
as well, women are heavily represented in the informal economy where they work 
without formal protection and there is a very high risk of exploitation (Verick & 
Chaudhary, 2014).

In this scenario, the digital labor platforms are entering existing informal and 
heterogenous labor markets that are mostly unorganized and fragmented in India. 
These markets function with little or no standardization of labor conditions or 
rights (Aneja & Shridhar, 2019). In certain cases, the platform services disrupt 
the regulated service providers, whereas, in other cases, they fill the gaps in the 
previously flawed work culture of the locally- or less-organized market. Some 
scholars argue that the platform economy, popularly referred to as the ‘gig’ 
economy, is further informalizing existing informal labor practices (Chaudhary, 
2020) as the platforms offer limited or no protection. Platform workers are often 
misclassified as independent contractors, rather than being labelled as the actual 
employees of the firm, and this prohibits them from accessing employee benefits. 
The expansion of the platform economy allows for flexible sources of income 
outside conventional employment, but at the same time, fosters a new class of 
precarious workers.

These factors become particularly important for women, who are structurally 
and socially more vulnerable to external shocks than men, and hence often 
face double discrimination. In fact, the automated decision-making entrenched 
in the platform economy may reproduce and perhaps amplify the gendered 
discriminatory practices that have long pervaded these contexts as evident in the 
growing literature on algorithmic bias and oppression (Lee et al., 2015; Rosenblat 
& Stark, 2016; Hanrahan, Ma & Yuan, 2017; Page, Marabelli & Tarafdar, 2017; 
Muller, 2020). Thus, digital labor platforms may also reproduce the precarious 
conditions women face in the informal economy.

Chant and Pedwell (2008) suggest examining how the gendered social processes 
and institutions shape (and constrain) the availability of relevant infrastructure and 
decent work avenues for the marginalized population. For instance, poor women 
workers in an informal economy face a series of issues such as maternity and other 
women-related health risks, gendered violence, unsafe working conditions, wage 
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gaps, and inequalities in the context of women’s unpaid reproductive work. Thus, it 
is necessary to conduct a thorough analysis of ‘the complex relationships between 
informality, gendered relations of power and poverty’ (Chant & Pedwell, 2008, p.1) 
in order to understand women’s unequal position. In this context, a feminist approach 
to platform work seeks to identify the structural inequalities in the division of labor, 
dissect the power relations, and uncover the gendered attitudes and representations 
on location-based labor platforms. It also needs to address multiple forms of social 
identities intersecting with each other and the related exploitation:

A key feature of feminist analyses is an intersectional 
approach that recognises combinations of different social 
identities, such as race and migration status that, along with 
gender and class, differentiate experiences, because they are 
affected differently by the interactions of multiple ‘pillars 
of exploitation’ including patriarchy, racism and capitalism 
(Chun & Agarwala, 2015; Benería, Berik & Floro, 2016; 
Peterson 2013, as cited in Delaney & Macdonald, 2018, p.6).

In my opening example, Rinky too faced multiple forms of exploitation and 
oppression, which started with her low-income background, then required 
confronting the patriarchal mindset at home, followed by her fear relating to safety 
on the road due to her gender, and eventually the specific features of platform 
capitalism that resulted in a lack of transparency in terms of ride allocation and 
wages.

Komarraju et al., (2021) in their empirical study of on-demand platforms note 
how new forms of professionalism facilitated by digital platforms offer a pathway 
to reduce culturally embedded forms of discrimination, described as ‘servitude’ 
in the case of beauty work in India. They also argue that, despite the promise and 
claims of professionalism, platform beauty work in India has introduced new forms 
of informality by creating an ‘additional dimension of customer control to work 
which is already controlled by algorithms and category managers’ (Komarraju et 
al, 2021:15). It is important to acknowledge that these new forms of informality 
accompanied by algorithmic governance are likely to increase in the future, with 
the growth of digital labor platforms. Moreover, we need to consider the workers’ 
choices, whether they aspire for professionalism, and actually want the flexibility 
associated with platform work. Flexibility traditionally has been preferred by 
women more than men due to the disproportionate shouldering of care work 
by females. Therefore, “we need to go beyond the formality-informality binary 
to address desired values for flexibility, professionalism, choice, dignity, and 
decency of work” (Arora & Chowdhury, 2021, p. 3) if we are to build feminist 
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systems and practices. For this, Arora & Chowdhury (2021) propose fostering 
accountable collectives that are reflexive and function transparently even when 
they are self-organized.

All these arguments direct us toward centering the voices of marginalized women 
workers in the platform economy and unraveling the complex layers of entrenched 
digital informality and formality. This can offer insights into how pathways 
to formality in algorithms, pay, work conditions, social security, healthcare, 
maternal, paternal, and childcare benefits, alongside desired flexibility, choice, 
incentives, and freedom might be created. Thus, such measures can improve the 
overall quality of digital jobs for all kinds of platform workers.

Organizing labor online: opportunities of platform work

Platform-based business models facilitating digital interactions and transactions 
between people have become an important part of the global economy since around 
2005. Driven by technological innovations, platforms have disrupted the labor 
market in India, where they act as ‘digital matchmakers’ linking labor demand 
and supply, both for web-based and for location-based digital labor (Schmidt, 
2017)19. These digital platforms allow people to work remotely and have created 
an online freelance market (e.g., on platforms such as Flexing It and Amazon 
Mechanical Turk) offering greater flexibility and autonomy for workers. Within 
this domain, location-based services such as transport (e.g., Uber, Ola), delivery 
(e.g., Zomato, Swiggy) and household services (e.g., Urban Company, Housejoy) 
have created opportunities for micro-entrepreneurship and self-employment, 
especially for the lower strata of society, as they tend to have low entry barriers.

In relation to location-based platforms, Choudary (2018) points out that such 
platforms allow workers to better utilize their surplus assets, such as a car or 
bike. Simultaneously, they augment workers’ capabilities with the help of 
technology, for instance GPS enables people without the knowledge of city’s road 
network to find their way to a destination. A participatory design based workshop 
conducted by Dillahunt and Malone (2015) concluded that platforms can even 
empower marginalized communities, particularly those with low education and 
income levels, by mitigating barriers to employment through imparting skills 
and training, providing links to finance capital and building trust in relation to 
monetary transactions and personal data.

19 Schmidt (2017) has classified web-based digital labour platforms (or cloud work performed 
remotely via the internet) into freelance marketplaces, micro tasking crowd work and con-
test-based creative crowd work; and location-based digital labour platforms (or gig work bound 
to a specific location) into accommodation, transportation and delivery services, and household 
and personal services. Refer to Table I in Chapter 1.
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Though gig work is not something new with respect to Global South, this scenario 
suggests that there will be further growth in self-employment and contingent 
work in the coming years. The platform economy, by linking individuals and 
households directly to consumers or businesses, helps to expand options for 
income generation. It has even created a set of new opportunities in gig work 
such as “shared-ride drivers, homestay hosts, e-commerce logistics, e-commerce 
sellers, and small-scale e-commerce producers” (Ng’weno & Porteous, 2018, 
p. 5) as well as expanded opportunities for traditionally informally organized 
industries by integrating artisans and domestic workers. This, in turn, helps in 
increasing consumer choices and, eventually enabling greater demand for the 
type of work being exchanged on the platform.

However, the rise of the platform economy has created new work opportunities for 
two kinds of people: those seeking temporary, flexible work enabling additional 
income; and those who are economically dependent on the platforms as their 
primary source of income. The first category is generally seen in the Global North 
such as the United States, where 90% of platform workers rely on labor platforms 
for supplementary income (Galperin & Randolph, 2019). The second category 
is usually witnessed in the Global South, where workers seek job opportunities 
through online platforms, partly due to the lack of opportunities available in 
the formal sector or elsewhere (Aneja & Shridhar, 2019). This highlights two 
challenges for the Global South: first, the growing dependency of such people 
on the platform economy; and second, the increasing number of people in the 
informal sector.

Galperin & Randolph (2019) point out that the large informal workforce across 
the Global South comprises a significant portion of platform workers, which is 
rising every year. Both global and homegrown platforms in the Global South 
are responsible for this growth. For instance, American ride-hailing company 
Uber operates in 63 countries as of December 2018 and is providing work to 
3.9 million drivers globally (Uber Newsroom, 2018). Likewise, Ola, an Indian 
ride-hailing service has empowered about 1.5 million drivers in India to become 
‘entrepreneurs’ (Ola, 2020) and has diversified into countries like UK, Australia, 
and New Zealand. An Indonesian-based transportation and service provider, 
Gojek, is facilitating work for over 2 million drivers across Indonesia, Vietnam, 
Singapore, and Thailand (Gojek, 2020). The success story of Gojek is accredited to 
its usage of motorcycle taxis in congested places like Jakarta, which is a relatively 
faster method of transportation in comparison to Uber cars. The Gojek platform 
even gave financial assistance by providing loans and smartphones to drivers 
and assisted with the paperwork to register as a legal driver. They succeeded 
in overturning a ban on the app within 12 hours because of the considerable 
political capital they had accrued due to the growing dominance of the platform 
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(Koskinen, Bonina & Eaton, 2019). This led researchers to contemplate whether 
‘platforms originating in the Global South are better positioned to consider the 
contextual and institutional factors in their targeted locations’ (ibid, p. 326). This 
raises questions about how the concerns and sensibilities of the Global North 
are different from the Global South, and to what extent the ‘Western’ norms 
and practices are normative across contexts. What amplifies this situation are 
the unique cultural norms and laws of the different regions, even in the Global 
South, that often govern the availability of opportunities to work for a digital 
platform, especially for women workers. However, there is paucity of academic 
literature that discusses women platform workers and the associated gender 
issues in the Global South context. The next sections will discuss how platforms 
are designed and the challenges raised by this before focusing more specifically 
on the platformization of women’s labor.

Platform design and challenges: architecture and algorithmic management

Architecture

The dominant narrative surrounding digital labor platforms holds that they 
empower workers to become entrepreneurs. In this context, platforms view 
themselves as ‘intermediaries’ whose role is to provide the relevant infrastructure 
and market access to labor (Choudary, 2018). As a result, workers are not 
classified as ‘employees’ of the firm who assigns the tasks. They are treated as 
‘independent contractors’ and referred to as ‘partners’ by certain platforms; yet 
this designation comes with few partner privileges. This arrangement helps to 
enforce the ‘immunity’ of both the buyer of the service and the platform company 
and protects them from any obligations pertaining to formal employment 
responsibilities (van Doorn, 2017). Many of the rights and benefits provided for in 
the employment or labor laws of different countries are only applicable to people 
who are deemed to be ‘employees.’ “Being treated as independent contractors 
limits the protections available to workers (such as minimum wages, working 
hours and gratuity pay), social security (Employees Provident Fund, Employees 
State Insurance), and collective bargaining rights” (Fairwork, 2020, p. 11). The 
IOE (2017) even considers that the notion of employment might change with the 
growth of the gig economy, leading to legal uncertainty in the labor market.

The primary business goal of any platform is to create a well-functioning and 
efficient market that can produce economies of scale and ultimately increase 
their market share and profit margin. For this purpose, they initially attract 
customers through competitive pricing and workers with temporarily favorable 
policies. However, once these platforms are established and network effects are 
achieved, they modify their policies, including terms and conditions, to generate 
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a more profitable and efficiency-oriented model (Choudary, 2018). A high level 
of unilateral power is afforded to the platform owners as they reserve the right to 
change the contract at any time, including termination of their user account, which 
makes workers insecure and prevents them from appealing against what are often 
automated decisions (Aloisi, 2015; van Doorn, 2017). Moreover, platforms have 
a tendency to pass on the risks and cost of liability to the workers, after including 
certain clauses in the agreements that workers are often unable to comprehend 
(Choudary, 2018). For instance, Uber denied any responsibility for an accident 
that was caused by the negligence of one of its drivers in San Francisco while 
he was searching for customers using Uber’s app as the “the company did not 
consider a driver logged into Uber’s phone application and searching for fares 
to be “providing services” on its behalf” (Pfeffer-Gillett, 2016, p. 235). This 
example demonstrates how platform companies can employ the minutiae of 
legal agreements to avoid responsibility. Further, the agreements are sprawling in 
terms of length (typically around 55,000 words), “where the software licensing 
contracts have effectively evolved into work contracts” (Schmidt, 2017. p. 11).

The platform companies keep recruiting new workers, partly in anticipation of 
previous workers deserting the platforms due to intolerable terms of service, which 
ultimately leads to a ‘surplus population’ of underemployed gig workers. Referring 
to this process as “superfluity”, van Doorn (2017, p. 904) discusses how platform 
companies valorize the tension between the indispensability and expendability 
of workers, which enables them to keep hiring rates high and labor prices low. 
These scenarios lead to the exploitation of workers and create unfavorable work 
conditions, with workers operating from a position of weakness while the power 
and control lies in the hands of platform providers. There is constant job insecurity 
among workers who consider themselves to be easily replaceable and tend to 
overwork, due to low pay rates and the way that job bidding processes operate 
(Graham et al., 2018). Gig workers also face irregularity in terms of income because 
their payment is generally task-based rather than time-based, and platforms do not 
have control over the number of tasks the workers shall receive in a day or month. 
Working in isolation further prevents platform workers from developing adequate 
forms of representation or collective bargain regarding these issues.

The International Labour Organisation (ILO) has framed a structural dimension 
of decent work through a ten-indicator measurement framework. These indicators 
are: first, employment opportunities; second, adequate earnings and productive 
work; third, decent working time; fourth, combining work, family and personal 
life; fifth, work that should be abolished with reference to child and forced labor; 
sixth, the stability and security of work; seventh, equal opportunity and treatment 
in employment; eighth, a safe work environment; ninth, social security; and tenth, 
social dialogue and employers’ and workers’ representation (ILO, 2013).
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Measured by these criteria, platform workers suffer a ‘decent work deficit’ as 
they are paid below the minimum wage and are seldom covered by any sort of 
social protection. Heeks (2017) analyses how this ‘decent work’ framework by 
ILO is not even suitable for emergent platform work. with several categories 
– “worker communication, employment status, data protection/privacy, nature 
of communication, clarification of rules, handling of complaints and disputes, 
clarity on clients and tasks, and two-sided rating systems” (Heeks, 2017, p. 33) 
missing. Similarly, other areas need to be considered in the digital gig economy 
standards, such as enabling stability while providing flexibility; paying for 
unrecognized labor time that workers spend searching for work, understanding 
platform procedures or upskilling themselves; and ensuring a physically and 
psychologically safe work environment.

In this scenario, the legal landscape must evolve worldwide through government 
intervention to formalize the existing informal platform economy. However, van 
Doorn (2017) argues that even if platform workers get reclassified as employees, 
the extensive control exercised by platforms would continue and could even be 
intensified. He describes how Uber monitors its drivers extensively to produce 
performance metrics and controls them algorithmically (in ways that are 
discussed in the next section). Furthermore, the platforms control how much of 
the information they collect is accessible to the workers, leading to structural 
inequality in the gig economy (Heeks, 2017).

In fact, inequality is generally seen as a pervasive feature of the platform economy, 
whether it is gender-based or race-based. Atanasoski & Vora (2015) note that 
platform workers, “continue to perform historically undervalued racialized and 
gendered work” (Atanasoski & Vora, 2015, p. 5). In this context, van Doorn 
(2017) points out that service work is frequently carried out by migrant workers, 
people belonging to lower income groups or people of color in the USA, thereby 
reinforcing class domination in the workforce. However, these scenarios are often 
ignored when policies for the governance of the platform economy are framed. 
To make platforms more inclusive, there is a need to conduct in-depth research 
to understand the gendered and racialized experiences, especially with respect 
to countries in the Global South such as India, where the issues of class, gender, 
religious, and caste domination are complicated and intersecting.

Further, most of these studies lack multi-stakeholder viewpoint as only the 
workers are contacted for interviews, there is a need to include other stakeholders 
such as the government, the platform owners, the clients, and the employees 
of the company who influence the implementation of ethical standards (Heeks, 
2017). In fact, wherever gig workers are interviewed, mostly active workers are 
taken into consideration. A framework used by Malik et al. (2018) for conducting 
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a study on online outsourcing of tasks via digital platforms in Pakistan could be a 
good starting point for location-based platforms as well. For example, they divide 
the non-active trainee workers into four groups: sinkers, strugglers, survivors, 
and swimmers. Sinking corresponds to trainees not taking up the freelancing 
work as their livelihood option; struggling means struggling to find work due to 
highly competitive market; surviving entails subsisting at a low level of activity; 
and swimming involves building experience to sustain reasonable work and 
earnings. Additionally, there is a noticeable platform skew since the majority of 
the studies focus on popular platforms such as Amazon Mechanical Turk and 
Uber. While it becomes necessary to include workers from these platforms to 
gain enriching data, particularly related to algorithms, studying lesser known 
or now non-operational platforms would bring in forth the otherwise unknown 
structural challenges.

Algorithmic management

These dynamics continue to evolve in the digital matchmaking economy, especially 
in ride-hailing and on-demand service platforms such as Uber, Ola, Swiggy, 
Zomato, and Urban Company, where algorithms now do the jobs previously 
carried out by human resource managers, middle managers, accountants, and 
customer service representatives (Schmidt, 2017). For instance, service platforms 
like Urban Company leverage Artificial Intelligence (AI) to serve over 2 million 
customers by using automated decision-making for capturing customer demand, 
scheduling a service and assigning a service professional (Your Story, 2019). The 
same article describes how Urban Company’s AI tools investigate the historical 
data of professionals to better profile them, study the work patterns of providers to 
understand if they have failed to deliver services on certain days, track the highly 
rated professionals according to their user ratings and then match the demand and 
supply in a particular location.

On such platforms, algorithmic management does not only mean allocating 
appropriate service providers to users, but also regulates almost all aspects of 
the job. Möhlmann and Zalmanson (2017) define a variety of characteristics 
of algorithmic management: the ability to track workers’ behavior; constant 
performance evaluation of workers with rewards and penalties; automated 
decision-making without human intervention; workers’ interaction with a 
‘system’ rather than humans, where opportunities for feedback and negotiation 
are minimal; and low transparency, because the big data analytics are rarely 
accessible – even to the workers in the organization. Raval (2019) argues that 
while the automated machines perform administrative and repetitive tasks for 
the white-collar workers, allowing them to focus on cognitive and productive 
tasks, blue-collar workers are subjected to more algorithmic management and 
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control. India has seen a sharp rise of platform intermediaries that manages 
pools of workers through algorithms and minutely record their work and rest 
time, recruit them through artificial agents, for instance. She also notes that these 
technologies are mostly deployed and refined through their use on informal and 
semi-formal workers due to lack of transparency and regulation of this sector, 
leading to ‘double marginalization’ of the vulnerable population.

These factors sometimes exacerbate the precarious situation of workers because 
they seldom understand how the match-making algorithms work and are often 
exploited by these app-based platforms as a result of information asymmetry 
(Choudary, 2018). Choudary describes how the functional design of platforms 
where workers do not have access to the firm’s data processing and intelligence 
foster greater power of platforms over workers and how some of these platform-
centric algorithms push worker behavior into line with the platform requirements. 
For instance, the labor platforms even control and continually modify the variable 
prices, forcing workers to align themselves with and follow the algorithm’s 
requirements. Moreover, the algorithms are designed to create persistent pressure 
on the drivers by using psychological tricks, as Scheiber (2017) explains in the 
context of Uber:

To keep drivers on the road, the company has exploited some 
people’s tendency to set earnings goals — alerting them that 
they are ever so close to hitting a precious target when they 
try to log off. It has even concocted an algorithm similar to 
a Netflix feature that automatically loads the next program, 
which many experts believe encourages binge-watching. 
In Uber’s case, this means sending drivers their next fare 
opportunity before their current ride is even over (Scheiber, 
2017, para 8).

Lee et al. (2015) reveal the impact of algorithms and data-driven management 
on human workers in the context of their study of international ride-sharing 
apps Uber and Lyft and highlight how some of these algorithms are not human-
centered. They discovered that sometimes drivers, especially women, rejected 
male passengers without profile photographs at night due to safety concerns. 
However, the assignment algorithms treated them as defaulters and lowered these 
drivers’ acceptance rates. They also criticized the use of the reputation systems 
that provide numeric metrics to rate the service quality of drivers, because many 
drivers felt that the passengers didn’t rate them appropriately in relation to their 
performance and services. A. Mishra (2019) argues that workers are forced to 
work for long hours (around 16-18 hours in a day) with little breaks by the food 
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delivery industry because the algorithms favor such ‘high zone’ people. The 
incentives are based on the hierarchical order of the hours put in by the delivery 
workers, progressively increasing on each order and the benefits are maximized 
in bad weather conditions that are dangerous for two-wheeler delivery partners. 
Another important dimension is whether delivery partners are charged when the 
order is delayed and based on which data.

Additionally, there are instances, and a growing awareness, of ways in which 
Artificial Intelligence can be biased, sexist and racist. For example, a risk 
assessment algorithm used by judges in Wisconsin, US was criticized for 
predicting that black defendants would have a higher risk of recidivism (Israni, 
2017). Facial recognition software integrated into mobile phones is ineffective for 
identifying people of color and women, because the algorithms are well-trained 
for recognizing white males (Marr, 2019). Amazon realized in 2015 that its scoring 
system based on AI was favoring male candidates over females for software 
developers and other technical jobs. This happened because Amazon’s algorithms 
had been trained by observing patterns in profiles of candidates submitted over a 
10-year period, most of whom were men (Dastin, 2018). Crawford (2016) argues, 
“Like all technologies before it, artificial intelligence will reflect the values of its 
creators” (Crawford, 2016, para 14) and that this explains how societal values that 
are biased against women can be transferred into machine learning algorithms, 
which are mostly developed by men (Leavy, 2018). This raises concerns about 
the prevalence of gender biases, especially in home service platforms, where 
traditionally male-dominated jobs, such as for plumbers, electricians, and carpet-
layers, may not be assigned to women workers because the algorithms could be 
trained on data sets that exclude or underrepresent women in this profession. It 
suggests a need for further analysis and investigation into whether the workers’ 
evaluation and rating parameters are gendered as well.

Match-making algorithms, it turns out, can be deeply gendered, exploitative 
and allow for more informality to creep in, due to their lack of transparency 
and regulation. Few workers are able to understand the ‘logic’ that governs 
their work and must often alter their behavior, even if it is detrimental to their 
own well-being to bring themselves into line with the platform’s requirements. 
Hence, a feminist design intervention, in both the platforms’ architecture and 
algorithmic management, which centers the marginal voices could help both the 
platforms and the policymakers to flag up embedded biases and work towards 
non-exploitative solutions. These marginal voices could be represented best by 
women platform workers, as explained in the following sections. But first, it is 
important to understand the intricacies of women labor and the accompanied 
gendered disparity.
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Women labor and gender disparity

The status of women in the global economy has remained debatable considering 
the gap in the economic opportunities available to women and men and the 
disproportionate burden of household and care responsibilities. Across the world, 
46.9% of females over the age of 15 are employed, compared with 74% of men 
(ILO, 2020b, 2020c). It is also concerning that over the last three decades, the global 
female labor participation rate (over age 15+) has been continuously declining, 
from 51% in 1990 to 46.9% in 2020 (ILO, 2020b). At a more disaggregated 
level, the participation of women in the workforce is more than 50% in Global 
North regions such as European Union and OECD member-countries, while it 
is less than 25% in the Global South regions such as Middle East, North Africa, 
and South Asia (ILO, 2020b). Clearly, some societies have more barriers for the 
participation of women in the workforce than the other.

These numbers are even more puzzling in context to India, where the participation 
rates fell from 30.2% in 1990 to 25.68% in 2010, and now standing at 20.3% in 
2020 (ILO, 2020a). According to Jayachandran (2015, p. 66), “India stands out 
for the underrepresentation of women in the labor force, men are three times as 
likely as women to be working.” This decline and mismatch is attributed to a 
number of factors. First, the entrenched cultural, religious and gender norms that 
restrict the mobility of women as they are expected to shoulder household and 
familial duties, especially after marriage and childbirth (Tanwar and A, 2017). 
Second, fear of sexual assault and unsafe environment for women prevent them 
from taking up most jobs – this is especially seen with respect to Muslim and 
lower-caste women in India (Siddique, 2018). Third, an increase in the household 
income is leading to women withdrawing from paid work, also known as the 
“income effect” (Kapsos et al., 2014). Here, Dasgupta & Goldar (2005) add that 
as households become wealthier, women move out of subsistence employment 
and become economically inactive. Fourth, this argument coincides with the 
third one, explaining that as income increases, more females are able to enroll in 
education. Though a positive change, this has led to a decline in the labor force 
participation rate, mainly due to the unavailability of suitable jobs for them at a 
later stage (Kapsos et al., 2014; Tanwar and A, 2017).

Intriguingly, the high female labor force participation rates in certain Global South 
countries typically reflects poverty than choice. For instance, the female labor 
force participation rate is 83% in Nepal and 36% in Bangladesh (ILO, 2020b). 
These rates are mostly driven by subsistence agriculture in Nepal and growth of 
the garment industry and rise in livestock rearing in Bangladesh (Verick, 2014).
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Furthermore, there are persistent gender disparities in relation to the job quality 
and earnings. As per a report by the World Economic Forum (2019), there is over 
40% wage gap (the ratio of the wage of a woman to that of a man in a similar 
position) and 50% income gap (the ratio of the total wage and non-wage income 
of women to that of men) globally. Two reasons are mainly cited for this – women 
face many challenges to get to senior positions in companies and lack of credit 
accessibility that prevents women to start their own companies. Here as well, 
the gender wage gap is declining in OECD countries and widening in the Global 
South (ibid). In fact, in countries like Latin America and the Caribbean, where 
women have increasingly participated in the labor force and exceeded men in 
terms of educational level, yet they earn 17% less per hour worked than men 
(International Labour Organization, 2020). In context of the Global South, Verick 
(2014) adds that women tend to earn less, work in less productive jobs, and get 
overrepresented in unpaid family work.

The condition of women employment further gets affected due to country-specific 
laws. For instance, Bangladeshi laws do not specify paid or unpaid paternal leave, 
resulting in unequal work opportunities for women as employers would prefer 
male employees over females. Secondly, it adversely affects their promotion, pay 
raises, and payoffs from work experience as women are perceived as unavailable. 
World Bank (2019) finds out that returns to work experience20 for women is 0.8% 
in Bangladesh, which is almost half of the returns for men. The report also sheds 
light on how countries like Portugal, Spain, and Sweden have a similar return to 
work experience for both genders due to well-defined paid maternal and paternal 
leave.

The World Bank prescribes to remove the legal restrictions for women in 
order to foster greater participation in the labor force. To demonstrate how and 
where laws hinder women’s economic participation, they have developed an 
index covering 190 economies with the following eight indicators – mobility, 
workplace, pay, marriage, parenthood, entrepreneurship, assets, and pension 
(World Bank, 2020). Countries like Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Nepal 
and South Sudan among others have shown massive improvement toward gender 
equality since 2017 due to the introduction of certain reforms listed by the World 
Bank (2020). Saudi Arabia lifted the travel restrictions on women that required 
them to seek male approval earlier; amended the Civil Status Law that made 
their husband’s home as their default residence and thereby allowing husbands to 
20 As per the World Bank Report (2019), there is a difference between wage increase per year 

amongst men and women. Women generally face lower payoffs from work experience. For 
instance, “a woman in Mali would have to accumulate almost two years more experience for 
every year her male co-worker accumulates to earn the same wage increase” (p. 97). In the 
Bangladesh example, it signals the different payoffs from the work experience between men 
and women after they return to work following a maternity or paternity leave.
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sue the wife for leaving marital home. United Arab Emirates went a step ahead 
and criminalized sexual harassment in public and private sector employment; 
introduced legal amendments that prohibit gender discrimination in employment 
and at workplace; and prohibited termination of their services during pregnancy 
or maternity leave. Similarly, Nepal has introduced new labor laws that forbids 
discrimination in employment and prohibit unequal work pay. Further, they have 
allowed women to work at night and introduced 15 days of paid paternity leave 
enabling easier share of childcare responsibilities. While showcasing how these 
countries are ‘progressing’ and ‘improving’ gender balance in the workforce, 
these points also highlight the intricate challenges women have been facing to 
access ‘decent work’.

Platformization of women’s labor: vulnerability, discrimination, and 
informality

Initially, it was expected that the platform economy would be more favorable to 
women due to its embedded flexibility and the digital and skills training imparted 
by the location-based platforms which were foreseen as facilitating the digital 
inclusion of women. This is especially relevant to women workers in low and 
middle-income countries, who are 20% less likely to own a smartphone than 
men, with 300 million fewer women than men using the internet on a smartphone 
(GSMA, 2020).

However, flexibility, though a ‘conditioned choice’ for women to participate 
in the platform economy, is rarely carried out in practice. An empirical study 
carried out by Hunt et al. (2019) with respect to women’s engagement in the gig 
economy in Kenya and South Africa revealed two significant concerns related 
to flexibility. Firstly, workers generally live far away from more affluent clients’ 
neighborhoods, and poor transport links hindered their flexibility in terms of the 
location of gigs. Secondly, flexibility in relation to the time does not generally 
work in favor of the worker, since it is employer or client driven. Workers are 
compelled to work at weekends and odd hours to increase their acceptance rates 
and improve their ratings, which makes it particularly difficult for women to 
accept many gigs for safety reasons.

The platform economy has also faced criticism in relation to the gender pay gap. A 
study conducted by Cook et al. (2020) documented a 7% hourly earnings gender 
gap amongst a million drivers on Uber in the United States. They attributed this 
mainly to three factors: experience on the platform; constraints over where to 
work (driven largely by where workers live, rather than safety concerns); and 
preference for driving speed. A similar study carried out by TeamLease Services 
in India noted an 8-10% salary difference per month between male and female 
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delivery executives (Kar, 2019). Here, safety remained a key concern, followed 
by lack of two-wheeler riding skills.

Further, the assignment of work on these platforms is often gendered (Chaudhary, 
2020). Women are compelled to take up highly stigmatized, underpaid, and 
trivialized work (beauty services, massage services etc.) and formalized care 
work (childcare, eldercare) professionally (Ticona & Mateescu, 2018; Chaudhary, 
2020). The combination of paid care work with the unpaid care work that women 
are expected to shoulder at home tends to put an additional burden on them. 
Kasliwal (2020) also criticizes the gender discrimination facilitated by the on-
demand platforms by “providing ways to filter service professionals based on 
gender” (Kasliwal, 2020, p. 10). Moreover, these platforms mirror the traditional 
gendered roles prevalent in the broader society and uphold the discriminatory 
gendered norms. As Hunt and Machingura (2016) note, women are identified 
as domestic workers on some platforms both in terms of the female dominated 
image representation and the language that uses the feminine form.

In the Indian context, Chaudhary and Verick (2014) stress the need to take a 
holistic approach to improve the working conditions for female workers by 
imparting relevant skills through education and training programs, providing 
healthcare, maternity and childcare benefits, ensuring secure and accessible 
transport, and creating ample job opportunities. They argue for a need to develop 
gender responsive policies that can minimize the ‘gender-constraints’ that most 
women face, such as lack of wage parity, discrimination at work and risks of 
exploitation, particularly in the informal economy. It can be concluded that 
examining the gendered precarity that is emerging in the informal platform 
economy and donning a feminist lens could point the way to improving overall 
working conditions in a way that could benefit all workers.

Feminist Design

“All that we do, almost all the time, is design, for design is basic to all human 
activity. The planning and patterning of any act towards a desired, foreseeable 
end constitutes the design process” (Papanek, 1972, p. 23). In this context, my 
argument for redesign foresees an inclusive Future of Work by considering a 
bottom-up approach and channeling the voices of marginalized workers. Drawing 
on my intersection of gender focus, layered with the complexities of location-
based digital labor work in the Global South, I advocate for a ‘Feminism by 
Design’ framework for redesigning the architecture and algorithms of platforms. 
Though multiple authors have contextualized feminist design, my research 
problem resonates most closely with the Design Justice Intersectional Feminist 
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Framework (Costanza-Chock, 2018) for platform architectural design and 
Feminist HCI (Bardzell, 2010) for algorithmic design.

Costanza-Chock (2018) explores the ideas of Black feminist intersectionality21 
and the matrix of domination22 to define Design Justice, which was conceived for 
everyday design practices and can be applied to any field, as follows:

Design Justice is a field of theory and practice that is 
concerned with how the design of objects and systems 
influences the distribution of risks, harms, and benefits 
among various groups of people. Design Justice focuses 
on the ways that design reproduces, is reproduced by, and/
or challenges the matrix of domination (white supremacy, 
heteropatriarchy, capitalism, and settler colonialism). 
Design Justice is also a growing social movement that aims 
to ensure a more equitable distribution of design’s benefits 
and burdens; fair and meaningful participation in design 
decisions; and recognition of community-based design 
traditions, knowledge, and practices. (Costanza-Chock, 
2018, p. 533)

This equal distribution of power and resources can be achieved by centering the 
voices of marginalized people who are directly impacted by the outcome of the 
design process and working towards non-exploitative solutions based on the 
lived experiences of the otherwise excluded population. Based on the ideals of 
democratic inclusion and social justice, Design Justice rethinks the design process 
by grounding itself into the intersectional understanding of gender, race, and 
oppression. For instance, examining the condition of women laborers in India, 
who are usually at the intersection23 of gender, age, class, religion, caste, culture, 
tradition, educational qualification, tied with the layers of patriarchy, power 
relations, and oppression, could help in building an inclusive and considerate 
design.

21 Kimberlé Crenshaw introduced the concept of ‘intersectionality’ to feminist theory by 
discussing multiple forms of exclusion faced by Black women due to their gender, race, and 
class. These concepts as interlocking systems that are often experienced by an individual 
together (Crenshaw, 1989).

22 Patricia Hill Collins expands the ideas of Crenshaw and links gender, race, and class to 
interlocking systems of oppression. This concept helps us to reimagine how power, oppression, 
resistance, privilege, penalties, benefits, and harms are distributed in a society (Collins, 2002).

23 Here, it is also important to recognize that all these factors may not necessarily come into play 
at once. For instance, rather than a Muslim woman being both Muslim and a woman, she may 
be at times only be a Muslim, and at others, only a woman. 
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Reba Kayal Mondal, a 40-year-old pink taxi driver in Kolkata, narrated her story 
to an independent news media outlet, Citizen Matters, as follows, “The men-in-
uniform act like a villain for us. They fine us heavily for the slightest mistake and 
use abusive language bringing us to tears. Men driving four wheelers are let off 
lightly for the same kind of lapses but if it’s us, they shout at us, saying that we 
are fit only for household work. Even auto drivers and other commercial vehicle 
drivers throw humiliating and vulgar comments at us. They find it difficult to 
digest that women are sitting at the wheels” (Singh, 2019, para 13). Similarly, 
an interview-based study carried out by Ghosh et al. (2020) with domestic work, 
beauty service, food delivery, and cab driving as research sites in India, discussed 
how platform work that involves mobility and contact with the strangers 
(especially men) is considered undignified or belittling for women. The study 
highlights how the family members of some of the women cab drivers refused 
to render their support and begged them to leave driving as it is a profession for 
boys. One of the quotes from food delivery sector is as follows:

“You are doing this ‘daridra kelasa’ (wretched work). Giving 
food is not a daridra kelasa, we are giving food to someone 
they are paying money to, but we are giving food to them. 
Really, I wept that day. My husband told me to leave the 
job. Why should I leave the job.” [Kaveri, Food Delivery, 
Interview, June 2020 conducted by Ghosh et al. (2020)]

Further, as discussed in the previous section, the gender digital divide in 
Global South countries like India, restrict women’s ability to access the digital 
technologies at par with men. This results in women depending on the male 
members of their families for using the phone, who often control or surveil their 
communication (Dattani, 2021). The same paper examines on-demand domestic 
workers in Delhi’s National Capital Region and brings forth the issue of lack of 
ownership of digital technologies:

So, many a time it so happens that when a job offer comes for 
this woman, we call, or the employer calls, and the woman 
is not around. So whoever has the phone, it depends on his 
fancy. If he’s in a good mood, he’ll say I’ll go home and I’ll 
tell her. If he’s not in a good mood he’ll say she doesn’t do 
any work now, please remove her name…So the decision has 
to be taken by this man in the family now. [Interview with 
Meenakshi Jain, CEO Helper4U, 6th July 2018 conducted 
by Dattani, (2021)]
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Thus, evaluating the position of marginalized people – women platform workers 
in India in this case – who are at an intersection of social structures and systems of 
oppression, can help in building a just architectural design framework. In concrete 
terms, this would mean drafting legal contracts in simple and local language 
considering many women have limited access to education; increasing access by 
proving various kinds of on-the-job and off-the-job training; affording power to the 
workers to collectivize and identifying the social platforms where women are more 
comfortable; providing financial literacy and helping them open and operate bank 
accounts; facilitating infrastructural inclusivity by ensuring clean public toilets and 
safe end-to-end transport; mandating health, maternity, and social security benefits 
without passing the cost of this fund allocation to the workers; and sensitizing the 
different stakeholders such as families, police constables, and male workers.

Further, extending the earlier definition of Design Justice, another way to break 
the matrix of domination is when the platforms take responsibility of the risk 
and cost of liability that it generally passes on to the workers. On location-based 
platforms, the workers do not get compensated for the cost of their time incurred 
while looking for work, however, the platforms benefit whenever there is a high 
availability of digital labor (Choudary, 2018). Platforms can also encourage a 
community-building culture rather than being individualism-oriented by giving 
social incentives to those drivers who pick up rides when an assigned driver is 
unable to reach the destination instead of penalizing him or her. In terms of equal 
and just gender representation, platforms can adopt a gender-neutral language 
and imagery since some platforms categorize domestic work as women-oriented 
by using female dominated pictures (as mentioned in the earlier sections).

The second part of the Feminist Design will focus on the platform algorithms, 
which form the central element of a technology-dependent platform design. HCI 
(Human-Computer Interaction), in its general sense, is the interface where the 
interaction between humans and computers takes place. Feminist HCI scholar, 
Bardzell (2010) makes a case for integrating feminist values such as agency, 
fulfilment, identity, equity, empowerment, and social justice into the HCI 
design. She builds on the feminist standpoint theory that advocates for the use of 
women’s viewpoints as an alternative point of departure in social science research 
and introduces a new domain of user research, called the ‘marginal’ user. This 
theory holds that women’s worldview and knowledge is different from men’s 
due to patriarchal societies limiting their access to certain resources, and this 
limitation should be channeled as a resource rather than being gender blind. The 
qualities proposed by her for HCI are pluralism, ecology, participation, advocacy, 
embodiment, and self-disclosure. These Feminist HCI principles form the basis 
of my argument for redesigning platform algorithms, which are presented in form 
of a checklist or qualities for a feminist design as follows:
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Pluralism

According to Bardzell (2010), it is important to investigate and nurture the 
marginal while resisting a universal or totalizing viewpoint. Universal designs 
run the risk of ignoring and devaluing cultural, social, regional, and national 
differences when developing technology. For instance, Das (2021) examines how 
safety apps classify ‘safe areas’ based on the objective pre-existing categories 
such as presence of security guards, crowd density, lighting, and transport 
connectivity. However, these apps fail to recognize that “individuals hailing 
from different backgrounds, including class, caste, education, region and religion 
experience the world differently. What counts as a safe neighbourhood for one 
may be considered unsafe by another” (p. 2). She elaborates it with an example, 
“a North Indian, Hindi speaking, upper caste woman may designate a particular 
neighbourhood as safe, but the same neighbourhood may be perceived as unsafe 
by a north-eastern woman on account of the racial slurs and sexual harassment 
directed at her” (p. 23). Similarly, when location-based platforms and apps are 
designed, these parameters and cultural contexts are important to consider. To 
exemplify, some platform companies mandate workers to wear uniforms and 
include ‘professionalism’ rooted in wearing uniforms and grooming as one of 
the necessary requirements (Raval and Pal, 2019), however, they fail to realize 
that some women may not be comfortable wearing these uniforms owing to their 
cultural believes.

Ecology

As per Bardzell (2010), the quality of ecology urges designers to consider the 
broadest contexts of design artifacts [here, algorithms] and how they reflexively 
design us. It also calls for an awareness of the widest range of stakeholders and 
how these artifacts affect all stakeholders. For instance, Batra (2021) elucidates 
how some of the women platform workers in the beauty sector struggle to carry 
heavy salon kits and commute from one service destination to another. She 
narrates the ordeal of one of the workers, “It adversely affects her mental and 
physical health when she has to travel from one service to another making a mind 
map of the time gap between services, spending extra time on road and in case 
of traffic, looking anxiously at the time left on Google maps” (Batra, 2021, para 
6). The worker even elaborates how some of the clients cancel bookings when 
they are even ten minutes late, which makes the professionals pay penalties and 
incur travel charges. The poor grievance redressal system and absence of human 
communication complicate the situation for the platform workers, who are left 
just anxious and scared. Excessive algorithmic surveillance does not keep in 
mind these factors and ignores how technology is reflexively designing humans 
by making them adhere to machine induced parameters.
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Participation

Bardzell (2010) suggests valuing participatory processes that lead to the creation 
of collaborative design through ongoing dialogue between designers and users. 
According to her, an inclusive design approach respects expertise of different 
perspectives irrespective of their background, status, and lack of technical skills. 
This is elaborated in the experience shared by design researcher Naveen Bagalkot 
while designing a diet and food habit app by organizing collaborative sessions 
with health workers of a not-for-profit organization MAYA health, student coders, 
and clients (potential users of the app):

This experience made me rethink my earlier understanding 
about how different our visions were…What emerged 
here was an imagination that I term, to capture the irony, 
“subjective standards”: a practice of a collaborative diet 
and food habit formation between a health worker and 
her “client” household, where there are no predetermined 
standards of “right” food, be it quantity, quality, or nutrition 
levels; what is good and ideal emerges out of an ongoing 
and collective tinkering within and taking advantage of the 
particular sociomaterial settings of the practice (Ray Murray 
et al., 2021, p. 8).

In this context, participatory and collaborative designs require involving various 
stakeholders in the design process. In the earlier mentioned study conducted by 
Cook et al. (2020), ‘driving fast’ was considered as a performance evaluator but 
‘safety’ was not, an outcome of the way that designers run the risk of imposing 
their own ‘male-oriented’ values on users in the absence of women as co-creators 
in the design process.

Advocacy

Bardzell (2010) calls for carefully evaluating designers’ advocacy position 
where they may not unintentionally “perpetuate regressive and harmful practices 
and structures in service of usability” (p. 1306). In other words, design should 
improve the lives of people, especially the marginalized and underrepresented 
population, and not create asymmetrical social structures while conforming to 
the status quo. An empirical study carried out by Komarraju et al. (2021) brings 
forth how a digital labor platform for home-based services, Urban Company, 
incorporated ‘hygiene rating’ for professionals/workers during COVID-19, 
where they were required to mandatorily wear masks, gloves, and sanitize the 
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place before leaving. For supervising this, the Software Development Engineers 
trained algorithms that performed the task of recognizing the presence of masks 
and gloves on the workers. However, soon they realized that professionals took 
blurry pictures of their faces and hands either due to paucity of time or absence of 
high-quality camera (smartphones). The entire activity resulted in poor ranking 
for some of the professionals, and this compels us to ponder how sometimes 
algorithms come into practice without even acknowledging the situation of the 
user. Here, the social class and status of the engineers did not allow them to 
think from the vantage point of the end-user and they developed algorithms 
more suitable for high quality camera phones and without considering the time 
constraint within which the service professionals work. Bardzell (2010) treats 
the quality of advocacy as an ally to the quality of participation, where there is 
scope for distributed authority and responsibility for such decisions. Ultimately, 
the end-goal of the design should be to enable the user and not aggravate their 
already complex situations.

Embodiment

Bardzell (2010) writes about the quality of embodiment in respect to meaningful 
interactions with the technology and acknowledging the whole humanness of 
individuals to create products that do not discriminate based on gender, religion, 
race, age, physical ability, or other human features. Academic researchers argue 
that the tech driven platforms allow visibility of social identities of workers either 
by letting customers filter the demographic information of the workers (Hunt 
and Machingura, 2016) or by displaying the profile pictures and other personal 
information of the workers. These factors reinforce the already prevalent 
stereotypes and lead to discrimination in the platform economy, especially 
against the women workers. For example, online platform companies in India 
for domestic workers such as ‘BookMyBai.com’ and ‘MaidServices.in’, were 
heavily criticized for allowing prospective clients to shortlist maids based on 
specific criteria such as religion, caste, age, and appearance (Jain, 2015). This 
choice given to the customers complicate the situation for the workers, especially 
for female Muslim domestic helps, who have to often change their names legally 
to get work (Joshi, 2017).

Self-disclosure

The quality of self-disclosure recommended by Bardzell (2010) calls for users 
to be aware of how the product or system is affecting them as subjects and what 
it is trying to make of them. The design should be transparent to disclose the 
ways in which it computes the users and makes them function. For instance, on-
demand platforms do not “disclose details about the contractual terms through 
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which they match clients and workers or guarantee fair working conditions in 
client households” (Atal, 2020, p. 12). The lack of disclosure about algorithmic 
matchmaking, ratings, and computation of fares adds to the precarity of the 
already vulnerable population with limited bargaining rights. Ultimately, 
transparency and clarity in these aspects will enable agency and autonomy for 
platform workers and give them a chance to communicate back to the companies 
in case of discrepancies or other issues.

Feminist design calls for a more inclusive and participatory platform design that 
involves interacting with and understanding the various stakeholders, bringing 
the margins to the center to recalibrate the power dynamics on the location-
based digital labor platforms in the Global South and, specifically, the voices, 
aspirations, and emancipatory potentials as well as concerns of women workers 
within these domains.

Concluding thoughts

Women are more severely discriminated against in the informal labor market 
as compared to the formal labor market, with precarity being reinforced and 
reproduced on informal digital labor platforms. This chapter has attempted to 
bring together the literature on the location-based digital labor platforms in the 
Global South, focusing specifically on India, using a feminist lens. This lens 
helped me to identify the entrenched discrimination, exploitation and informality 
in the platform economy while acknowledging the premise of the location-
based platforms that generate job opportunities. I argue that a design overhaul is 
required for location-based platforms in India that should not amplify precarity; 
rather, it would enable them to commit to equity, diversity, empowerment, and 
social justice to improve lives. The feminist design discussed in this chapter – 
Design Justice Intersectional Feminist Framework (Costanza-Chock, 2018) 
argues for adopting an intersectional approach where multiple forms of exclusion 
and factors are considered for the overall structural changes, and Feminist HCI 
principles (Bardzell, 2010) such as Participation, Pluralism, Self-Disclosure, 
Ecology, Advocacy, and Embodiment for improving the algorithmic management 
of the platforms. This design intervention presented in the form of concepts and 
checklist or qualities that centers the voices of marginalized women workers can 
eventually benefit all digital workers, as it argues for taking into account the 
special vantage points of the vulnerable population. Platforms need to ensure that 
the architecture and algorithms are designed to enable workers and are not just 
optimized for creating network effects and maximizing customer satisfaction. 
On the contrary, they need to see the extension of worker satisfaction as a form 
of customer gratification given that these two realms reinforce one another. 
Programmers could create a more empowering pathway for women workers 
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by sensitizing themselves to the needs of women like Rinky, who are at an 
intersection of exploitation and oppression. With the entrenched gender norms 
burdening women with familial duties and limiting their access to education and 
skills training, such an intervention in platform design could promise genuine 
change.
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Chapter 3

Designing a gender-inclusive  
ride-hailing sector: foregrounding 
marginalized women drivers and 

women-focused initiatives

Introduction

The debut of the ride-hailing18 platforms invited a mixed reaction from scholars 
and activists. On the one hand, supporters believed that the platforms challenged 
the traditional model of the taxi industry and enabled a fast, flexible, low-cost, and 
18 The usage of the terms “ride-hailing”, “ride-sharing” and “ride-sourcing” have been debatable 

with some researchers and even the platforms using these interchangeably. Though, the term 
“ride-hailing” gained more public acceptance after the Associated Press declared the usage of 
the term “ride-sharing” as a misnomer, and adopted “ride-hailing” in its stylebook. To maintain 
consistency, I will use the term ‘ride-hailing’ for this paper.
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user-friendly mobility in urban areas for middle-class consumers. On the other hand, 
the critics questioned the claims of the platforms to monetize underused resources, 
reduce carbon footprint and provide equal economic and social opportunities to 
marginalized people including women from low-income backgrounds (Schor, 
2016; Shaheen et al., 2016; Zanoni, 2019). Despite the criticism, these platforms 
expanded quickly around the world with Uber, Lyft, Didi Chuxing, Ola, and 
Cabify dominating the markets. Currently, there are around 90 ride-hailing and 
ride-sharing platforms globally (RideGuru, 2021), with Uber being the largest 
ride-hailing platform in the world (Curry, 2021). However, women continue to 
be underrepresented as transport providers in this sector with only 14% of female 
drivers in Uber worldwide (Srivastava, 2019). Lack of access to public spaces 
due to socio-cultural norms in many parts of the world restricts women’s freedom 
of mobility and limits their access to various job opportunities. The negative 
stereotype of inferior women drivers further exacerbates the situation of keeping 
women in the home (Berger, 1986). Hence, for many women, driving is symbolic of 
and synonymous to freedom – both social and mobile. This qualitative study seeks 
to increase their access to safe and secure mobility by addressing gender-based 
concerns in the ride-hailing sector. The main research question of this chapter is: 
What are the factors that go into the design and deployment of a gender-inclusive 
ride-hailing platform in India? This question is addressed by asking various sub-
questions such as: What are the experiences of marginalized women drivers in 
the ride-hailing sector and how to increase their participation? What is the role of 
technology (AI-driven platforms) in facilitating this participation? What are the 
lessons that location-based platforms can learn from the experiences of women-
focused initiatives/platforms? Ultimately, contributing answers to the overall 
research question of this dissertation about how digital labor platforms can be 
more gender-inclusive and worker-friendly?

In the last decade, a considerable amount of research has been done in the ride-
hailing sector of the platform economy. The phenomena have been explored as 
‘collaborative consumption’ (Botsman, 2013) encompassing resource circulation; 
‘prosumer capitalism’ (Ritzer, 2015) where users can also become providers, 
albeit with precarious and informal contracts instead of full-time employment; and 
‘platform capitalism’ (Langley and Leyshon, 2016) that produces monopolistic 
and oligopolistic market outcomes. Researchers believe the expansion of this 
on-demand economy allow for flexible sources of income outside conventional 
(Graham et al., 2020; Heeks, 2019), but at the same time, foster a new class of 
precarious workers, also termed as “Cybertariat” (Huws, 2015, para 1). A growing 
body of academic literature has been investigating the working conditions of 
the resultant digital labor globally (Chen, 2017; Fielbaum and Tirachini, 2020; 
Fleming, 2017; Surie, 2018), where platforms immunize themselves (van Doorn, 
2017), act as ‘intermediaries’ and do not classify these workers as ‘employees’ 
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(Cherry, 2016; Choudary, 2018), regulate the work practices (Beerepoot and 
Lambregts, 2018), create information and power asymmetry (Schmidt, 2017), 
violate fundamental labor rights (Aloisi, 2015; De Stefano and Aloisi, 2018), 
indulge in algorithmic management and control (Chen, 2018; Lee et al., 2015; 
Rosenblat and Stark, 2016), and foster economic exclusion due to discrimination 
and occupational segregation (Graham et al., 2017).

However, there is a noticeable gender and platform skew since the majority of the 
studies in this domain focus on the driving experiences of male cab drivers and 
lack diversified data from various platforms. Further, wherever there is a focus 
on gender discrimination, it is in the backdrop of the overall gig or on-demand 
economy (Hunt et al., 2019; Kasliwal, 2020). Moreover, there is a dearth of 
research on the gendered experiences and perspectives in the ride-hailing sector in 
the Global South context, where the issues of class domination (socio-economic), 
patriarchal structures, institutions, and gendered norms intersect with each other. 
In fact, the automation of this sector could reproduce and perhaps amplify the 
gendered discriminatory practices that have long pervaded these contexts as 
evident in the scholarship on legacy structural exclusions, manifesting in systems 
of algorithmic bias and oppression (Hanrahan et al., 2017; Muller, 2020; Page et 
al., 2017).

I move beyond the normative borders of the Global North and foreground the 
feminist ideology and perspective to global development and design – “one that 
would by default consider the lived experiences and contexts of a diverse range 
of users” (P. Arora & Raman, n.d., p. 3). For sustainable change in this sector, I 
use feminist approaches where I foreground the female taxi drivers and women-
focused taxi platforms and critically engage with their concerns and practices. 
I have further supported this approach by interacting with policy and research 
support organizations, NGOs and civil society actors, who engage with these 
groups on a first-hand basis. The chapter addresses the gap in translating the 
Feminist HCI (Human-Computer Interaction) theory (Bardzell, 2010) into 
practice by applying some of the principles such as participation and pluralism. 
Rather than “establish[ing] an objective, distant, and scientific relationship with 
subjects” (Bardzell, 2010, p. 1306), I sought to collaborate with the various 
stakeholders and value participatory processes to understand the issues in the ride-
hailing sector. I imbibe Bardzell’s quality of pluralism to “nurture the marginal,” 
(p. 1305) by centering the women taxi drivers and women-focused taxi platforms 
of India in my approach and analysis. While there are some strong theoretical 
works such as Bardzell’s, there continues to be few empirical based studies that 
focus on these issues, and fewer still from the Global South context. Thus, this 
study helps in bringing forth the otherwise neglected sector and advocates for 
redesigning the ride-hailing platforms in alignment with the marginalized actors.
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Ride-hailing sector in India

According to IFC and Uber Technologies (2018), “Ride-hailing services—
sometimes called transportation network companies—digitally connect the 
driver of a car or other vehicle with a user, generally via an app but sometimes 
using a website” (p. 9). In India, the government classifies such companies as 
‘aggregators’— digital mediators or marketplaces connecting passengers and 
drivers for the purpose of transportation (Business Today, 2020).

In India, some of the key players acting as ‘aggregators’ in the shared mobility 
space are Ola, Uber, BlaBlaCar, Rapido, Meru, Wheelstreet, Vogo, Bounce, 
Zoomcar, Yulu, and Revv, which offer different services such as ride sharing, 
ride hailing, car rental, car sharing, bus/shuttle and two-wheeler sharing (Frost 
& Sullivan, 2019; Prescient & Strategic Intelligence, 2021). This study focuses 
on the ride-hailing model where passengers book a taxi either through apps or 
websites. According to most reports, Ola leads the ride-hailing sector in India 
both geographically and in terms of the market share, where Uber had to introduce 
cash payments in 2015 to sustain itself against Ola (Curry, 2021; Frost & Sullivan, 
2019). As of 2020, Ola operates in over 160 cities and Uber operates in 89 cities 
in India (IANS, 2020; Poovanna, 2020).

The Indian government has acknowledged that these platforms create work, 
provide entrepreneurial opportunities, and contribute towards skill development 
of laborers. In 2016, the government asked Uber and Ola to train one lakh (0.1 
million) commercial drivers annually, especially women, and set up driver training 
institutes as part of the ‘Skill India’ initiative (Arora, 2016). Similarly, other 
schemes such as the MUDRA loan scheme, provides loans to buy commercial 
vehicles for livelihood purposes, and the Stand-Up India scheme facilitate 
loans between INR 10 lakh (USD 13,400) and INR 1 crore (USD 1,34,000) to 
socially underserved members of the scheduled caste or tribe community, or a 
women entrepreneur, to start any greenfield enterprise19 (Prabhat et al., 2019; 
Ramachandran and Raman, 2021). A few Indian state governments such as – 
Telangana Government introduced the ‘Driver Empowerment Programme’ to 
provide financial assistance to minority drivers belonging to backward classes 
(Khan, 2020); the West Bengal government under the Gatidhara scheme aided 
jobless youth to buy vehicles for commercial use (Mitra, 2019); and the Punjab 
government under the ‘Apni Gaddi Apna Rozgar’ scheme decided to double the 
subsidy support for purchasing commercial vehicles post-coronavirus market 
recession (Navneet Sharma, 2020). However, the problem with these initiatives 
is that they are few and far in between. They also lack proper channels of 

19  In this context, green field signifies the first time venture of the beneficiary in the manufacturing, 
services, agri-allied activities or the trading sector (Stand-Up India Scheme Features, n.d.)
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communication and are cumbersome in nature. For instance, most drivers in a 
study conducted by Prabhat et al.(2019), preferred taking loans from corporate 
lenders to prevent themselves from painful documentation and identification 
process.

The Indian government even amended the Motor Vehicles Act, 1988 in the year 
2019 to bring cab aggregators under a regulatory framework due to frequent 
complaints by customers regarding surge pricing, multiple strikes by the drivers, 
and to make platforms more accountable. It introduced guidelines for the State 
government to ensure fare regulation, driver welfare, compliance with regard to 
vehicles and an aggregator app and website, safety of citizens, and following 
procedures for grant of licenses (ZeeBiz, 2020). In the same year, India passed 
a bill on Social Security Code aiming at enabling social security schemes that 
includes providing life and disability insurance, provident funds, health and 
maternity benefits to gig workers (Nishant Sharma, 2020). However, it is yet to 
be seen how these laws will be implemented.

Women drivers in India’s ride-hailing sector

Both the mainstream ride-hailing platform companies in India, Ola and Uber, have 
not quoted the exact number of female drivers working with the platforms in any 
official reports. In the earlier mentioned report of IFC and Uber (2018), India was 
excluded from their data due to a low sample size of women drivers as there were 
only eight active drivers with Uber at the time. In 2018, Ola, said the number of 
female-driver partners rose by 40% in every quarter for them (Sridharan, 2018). 
However, most academic research in this sector mentions interviewing male taxi 
drivers due to the scarcity of females.

The potential benefits of the ride-hailing sector for women workers are multifold. 
First, these platforms help bridge the gendered digital divide (Florito et al., 
2018) by offering smartphones and imparting the necessary skill-based training 
to potential workers (Aneja and Shridhar, 2019). Second, they allow flexibility 
to determine one’s own hours and decide the amount of work to be taken up, 
which is one of the major enablers for women as they continue to perform family 
and household duties (Kasliwal, 2020). Third, they help in fostering “inclusivity” 
and creating “entrepreneurship” for “people without the right degree, ethnic 
minorities or from poor neighborhoods” (De Morgen, 2016, as cited in Zanoni, 
2019, p. 149). Fourth, this sector helps in generating new and nontraditional 
sources of income and asset access and ownership for women (IFC and Uber 
Technologies, 2018). Fifth, ride-hailing platforms enhance freedom of movement 
and provide greater sense of independence to both women riders and drivers. A 
survey conducted by IFC and Uber Technologies (2018) reveals many women 
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like the social aspect of driving and would like to break the cultural barriers and 
resistance in relation to this profession.

However, women’s participation in the ride-hailing sector is affected by a 
range of barriers starting from social and legal to financial and safety concerns 
(refer to earlier chapters). They are structurally and socially more vulnerable to 
external shocks and hence often face double discrimination in this sector. The 
gender-related cultural norms restrict women to take up taxi driving as certain 
societies especially in the Global South view this as an ‘unsuitable’ profession for 
women (Jayachandran, 2020). To mitigate some of these barriers, a few platform 
companies in India launched gender-segregated transport services with different 
operational models – from ‘for-women-by-women20’ (Meru Eve, Taxshe, Sakha 
Cabs, Koala Kabs, Viira Cabs, Pink Ola, Pink Taxi, and GoPink Cabs) to ‘a 
women-for-all21’ (She Taxi 2020, Kudumbashree, Priyadarshini Taxi). They work 
either by straddling the old call-a-cab model and ride-hailing: passengers have to 
book the cab via a phone number or through the company’s website and the cabs 
are equipped with a GPS tracker and safety button or a completely app-based 
model for bookings.

Most of these platforms have collaborated with NGOs that provide training 
and help in bringing women on the road. For instance, one such NGO, Azad 
Foundation (with Sakha Cabs as their partner), runs a ‘Women With Wheels’ 
programme, which trains hundreds of resource-poor women every year to become 
professional drivers. Similarly, Neeva Foundation (with Taxshe as their partner) 
have provided driver training to more than 350 women. However, these women-
only initiatives face challenges like lack of proper funding, poor visibility, absence 
of basic amenities such as public washrooms, among other things (Datta and 
Ambwani, 2018; Singh, 2019). As part of the West Bengal Gatidhara scheme, the 
state government provided more subsidy to women cab drivers who would drive 
the pink taxis, yet the initiative proved to be a failure as women drivers continued 
to face various forms of abuse (Singh, 2019). Kerala government’s Department 
of Social Justice even began a women-only transport service in 2014, called She 
Taxi, to encourage safe transportation and provide opportunities for women to 
enter the male-dominated profession. However, the services came to a halt in 
2018 as it could not sustain itself due to a lack of an online system for booking 
and competition from mainstream ride-hailing platforms (Jayaram, 2018). While 
the cab service was re-launched in 2020 with an app-based booking system, the 
success is yet to be witnessed.

20 The platforms register only women drivers who are matched with women passengers and/or 
children and senior citizens

21  The platforms register only women drivers, but they serve both female and male passengers
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Studies in the ride-hailing sector mainly focus on the mainstream platforms and 
thus often tend to exclude the women drivers, partly due to their lack of presence 
with the mainstream companies. Engaging with women-focused initiatives could 
bring forth the otherwise unknown areas and challenges as these taxi companies 
have been successful in putting several women behind the wheel. It will also 
help in uncovering the reasons behind the failure of some of these initiatives. 
Hence, this chapter also critically engages with the founders and directors of 
women-focused taxi initiatives and intersects their experiences with those of 
other members of the ride-hailing sector.

Methodology

Feminist HCI scholars propose integrating values such as agency, fulfilment, 
identity, equity, empowerment, and social justice into the technological systems 
(Bardzell, 2010). Built on the feminist standpoint theory (Harding, 2004), it 
advocates for the use of women’s viewpoints and experiences as an alternative 
point of departure for social science research. It assumes that “knowledge is 
always socially situated” (p. 7, ibid) and women’s worldview and knowledge 
is different from men due to patriarchal societies limiting their access to certain 
resources. This marginalization and social disadvantage can be channelized 
as a resource and be turned into our scientific and political advantage. Thus, 
I proceed with foregrounding marginalized female taxi drivers and women-
focused taxi initiatives to the center of my approach and analysis. hooks (1984) 
describes to be at the margin as, “living as we did-on the edge-we developed a 
particular way of seeing reality. We looked both from the outside in and from the 
inside out. We focused our attention on the center as well as on the margin. We 
understood both” (p. 9). My methodology focusing on the women taxi drivers 
help us understand both the perspectives – ‘female’ drivers in a male-dominated 
segment, and the dynamics of ‘platform drivers’. Similarly, centering women-
focused taxi initiatives help in uncovering the challenges faced by platforms who 
are marginalized in terms of the resources.

Arora & Chowdhury (2021) suggest to “foreground diverse possibilities and 
cultural approaches, making room for the full spectrum of the human condition, 
and recenter those at the margins” (p. 2). Here, I broaden the feminist approaches 
in ways that make it more cross-cultural through the situated and lived experiences 
that are typically excluded. My work represents a “generative contribution” 
that “involve the use of feminist approaches explicitly in decision-making and 
design process to generate new design insights and influence the design process 
tangibly” (Bardzell, 2010, p. 1308). Hence, this chapter can prove to be an 
essential guide for policymakers, platform providers, and designers in the digital 
platform economy.
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One of the prominently discussed methodologies for policymaking and 
collaborative design process is the stakeholder approach. This approach helps in 
the identification of the relevant actors in relation to the issue being addressed and 
uncover the perspectives and experiences of different stakeholder groups while 
understanding connection between these networks (Brugha and Varvasovszky, 
2000). However, there is only a feeling of equality amongst the different stakeholder 
groups as it often deems invisible the marginalized groups that are already fraught 
with inequality and precarity. This makes the stakeholder approach a rather 
reductionist one in which “shadows of the context” are not considered (Eskerod 
and Larsen, 2018, p.1). Focusing on the perspectives and lived experiences of the 
marginalized stakeholder groups can bring this shadow conceptual information 
to visibility i.e., already considering the context within which these products and 
policies emerge. This could be cultural stigma, discrimination, and preconceived 
stereotypes. As substantiated earlier, marginal groups can provide us with 
knowledge from both worlds – the known and the unknown. At the same time, 
researchers also acknowledge that “policy development is a complex process, the 
nuances of which may often not be adequately captured using overtly structured 
approaches” (Brugha and Varvasovszky, 2000, p. 245).

Thus, using a combination of feminist and stakeholder approaches, I bring 
forth the concerns and experiences of people who are most affected whenever 
policymaking and designing happens in vacuum. In doing so, I take a critical stance 
and understand that it is an interpretation of the interpretation. I also acknowledge 
my position as a person belonging to a certain class, caste, and gender. To mitigate 
these challenges, I have represented most of the data through direct quotes, and 
these quotes are not modified to correct grammar or colloquial language and slang. 
In this study, I conducted 11 in-depth interviews with different groups that are 
representative of diverse interests and uncovered the factors that could make ride-
hailing platforms more gender and worker inclusive. Further, I have supplemented 
this information by analyzing the documents related to interviewed platform 
companies and organizations, media articles related to government policies, and 
research reports and case studies on the platforms. The document analysis helps 
“corroborate findings across data sets and thus reduce the impact of potential 
biases that can exist in a single study” (Bowen, 2009, p. 28).

Methods

Data Collection

11 semi-structured in-depth qualitative interviews of vested stakeholders such 
as four female taxi drivers working/worked for different platforms in various 
cities of India, founder of Priyadarshini Taxi, founder of Koala Kabs, Director 
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COO of Taxshe, Programme Director of Azad Foundation, Project Associate with 
The Gender Park, and two researchers (together) of Ola Mobility Institute (OMI) 
were conducted (details in Table I, Appendix) during August and September in 
the year 2021. The founders, directors and project associate were contacted on the 
professional networking site LinkedIn and by writing to the ‘contact us’ section 
on their websites; the policy research group had reached out to my promoter for 
a possible collaboration and hence they were requested to be a part of this study; 
Female driver Malini Tyagi was recruited by contacting the journalist who had 
featured her in one of the media articles, Maya Sharma’s contact was shared by 
one of the platform companies as she had worked with multiple platforms in the 
past, Sunita Mishra was a result of snowball sampling as Maya Sharma shared 
her details, and Madhuri was recruited in Kerala by a research assistant22, who 
booked the She Taxi in Kerala, but was eventually redirected to a Kudumbashree 
driver. Centralizing the theme of women drivers and women-focused taxi 
initiatives, an attempt was made to include random samples from different strata 
or groups such as female taxi drivers (both currently working and non-working), 
popular women-focused taxi platforms, closed or shut-down women-focused 
taxi platform, re-launched and government supported taxi initiatives, NGOs and 
support groups, and policy research organizations and think tanks. It is also worth 
mentioning that more interviews were not conducted as the data had reached its 
saturation as the responses began to become repetitive.

The semi-structured interviews (Silverman, 2006) helped in establishing a rapport 
with the participants, where an attempt to see the world from their viewpoint was 
made. The broad themes for the questions were set beforehand (with the help of 
document analysis as explained in the next paragraph), however the framing 
and the order varied depending on the type of the stakeholder. The themes 
included: recruitment and training process, safety and comfort, challenges while 
driving on the Indian roads, platform control and surveillance, platform funding, 
platform operations (hybrid or traditional), technology and artificial intelligence, 
asset ownership, response of passengers and family, and government support 
and suggestions. There was no remuneration offered to any of the stakeholders 
to prevent any orchestrated responses and undue influences. Moreover, it was 
impossible to conduct face-to-face interviews during the pandemic situation and 
hence the participants could not be compensated in any other form (for instance, 
travel or food). The procedure23 to not pay the interview participants was also 

22 A research assistant was hired for this study as the none of the authors live in Kerala or speak 
the local language, Malayalam. The assistant was trained by the first author for conducting the 
in-depth interview, who also helped in interviewing The Gender Park associate based out of 
Kerala.

23 The Ethics Review Board had only approved remunerating survey participants (and not 
interview participants) in the form of online coupons. However, surveys were not conducted as 
part of this PhD dissertation.



76

approved by the Ethics Review Board (ERB) of the Erasmus School of Philosophy. 
All the participants were explained the purpose of the study and the informed 
consent form was read out to them. It was inconvenient for the participants to 
sign the written consent form, which they found to be lengthy and tedious. They 
preferred the content to be explained verbally and hence gave oral consent due 
to infrastructural issues (including lack of awareness about digital signatures 
especially in the case of platform workers). The interviews lasted between 30 to 
60 minutes and were conducted either through Zoom (audio) or over the phone 
considering the ongoing pandemic situation and the geographical spread of this 
research. All the interviews (including oral consent) were recorded and are stored 
on the EUR vault. As instructed by the ERB, only encrypted laptops were used 
for handling the data. A combination of English, Hindi, and Malayalam (by the 
research assistant) were used for conducting the interviews. Some of the non-
English interviews were then translated and all of them were transcribed.

The interviews were supported by carrying out a document analysis of over 50 
documents related to the government policies, platform companies, organizations 
and the policies and references mentioned by the participants. These documents 
included annual reports, mission and vision statements, research reports, company 
blogs, media articles (news stories, features, opinion columns, and editorials), 
and a few case studies on the platforms (details in Table II, Appendix). Most of 
these were downloaded from the official websites of the companies by visiting 
their ‘about us’, ‘latest news’, ‘blogs’, and ‘annual reports’ sections. An effort 
was made to at least examine all the available content on their official websites, 
for instance, Azad Foundation’s annual reports were only available from 2012-13 
to 2020-21; Priyadarshini Taxi’s website had 15 newspaper clippings in English 
and Hindi; Taxshe’s website did not have any published document except for the 
‘about us’ statement and a redirection to the World Bank’s site indicating their 
recognition. The remaining were accessed by conducting a Google search and 
using keywords related to the companies, organizations, and government policies 
in context to women taxi drivers. A combination of keywords was used on 
Google, Google News, and Google Scholar. For instance, women taxi drivers + 
India; women taxi drivers + gig economy; women platform workers in India; case 
study on women taxi drivers in India; case study on women platform workers; 
women taxi drivers + Taxshe; Priyadarshini Taxi; and Taxshe cabs. Thereafter, 
results obtained on pages 1 and 2 of the search engine were scanned and the 
document selection was based on the “relevance of documents to the research 
problem and purpose” (Bowen, 2009, p. 33). It is important to point out that the 
search results had a lot of duplication as mostly the content was available on the 
platform companies’ websites. Moreover, since this remains a lesser explored 
topic, there are not many related documents available.
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Data Analysis

Thematic analysis (TA) is a form of pattern recognition within the data that helps 
to make a sense of shared meanings and experiences across the data sets. In this 
chapter, a hybrid approach combining technique of inductive and deductive 
thematic analysis (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2006) was used. The inductive 
TA is a bottom-up approach where codes and themes are derived from the data, 
whereas deductive TA is top-down approach where series of concepts and topics 
are employed to interpret the data (Braun and Clarke, 2012). “In reality, coding 
and analysis often uses a combination of both approaches. It is impossible to be 
purely inductive, as we always bring something to the data when we analyze it, and 
we rarely completely ignore the semantic content of the data when we code for a 
particular theoretical construct” (ibid, p. 58). Hence, in this chapter, inductive TA 
helped in coding from the data based on the interview participants’ responses and 
experiences, and deductive TA helped in drawing on the theoretical constructs 
from feminist HCI scholarship as explained in the earlier sections. Recentering 
the marginalized and adopting a cross-cultural feminist methodology built on 
Bardzell (2010)’s principles of participation and pluralism brought forward 
experiences of the lesser visible groups in the ride-hailing sector. The feminist 
lens helped consider women’s viewpoints, worldview, and layered nature of their 
experiences and identities, as workers, daughters, sisters, wives, and mothers.

After the interviews were transcribed and documents collated (including the policies 
and references mentioned by the participants), the transcripts and documents were 
read simultaneously in entirety several times to recognize the voices and views 
of the people and understand the whole picture. This was followed by writing 
memos in the margins of the transcripts and making sticky notes digitally on the 
PDF version of the documents. These memos and notes helped in reflecting on 
the conceptual meaning of the data besides enabling overall synthetization (Miles 
et al., 2014). After this step, initial codes were generated upon reading every 
word and sentence of the interview transcripts and documents. Some of these 
elemental codes included flexibility, agency, upskilling, car loans, perception, 
access, safety, clean toilets, technology, tracking, feedback, data privacy, and app 
design. The types of information used for coding revolved around the experiences 
of the participants and contexts of those experiences, first-hand description of 
cases, and issues related to framing and perception of the profession, access, 
government policymaking, infrastructure, and technological design. During this 
process, noteworthy quotes were highlighted, and a description was written for its 
inclusion. The data was scrutinized and compared with codes in order to organize 
ideas and concepts that seemed to cluster together. This further helped in refining 
the codes to include conceptual information, for instance, perception changed 
to perception of women taxi drivers and perception of the profession. Similarly, 
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access was refined to include concepts related to agency, awareness, training, 
and public interaction. These refined code clusters that seemed to share unifying 
characteristics were put under substantive themes, and then these themes were 
compared across interview transcripts and data from documents.

The documents helped in validating, corroborating, and filling the gaps in the data 
obtained during the interviewing process. Besides enabling contextual richness, 
these documents proved particularly valuable in before and after the interview 
situation as they helped in asking additional questions during the interviewing 
process and analyzing data after the interviews were conducted. For instance, 
representative from Azad Foundation mentioned the term ‘Non-Traditional 
Livelihoods’ during the interview, whose explanation was found on their website 
and in their annual reports later. Similarly, researchers from OMI mentioned the 
requirement of private driver’s license for one year before being able to obtain a 
commercial driver’s license, and this was cross verified through the media articles 
on government policies. Ultimately, the back-and-forth interplay with the data 
enabled identifying similarities, differences and patterns (Bowen, 2009) across 
the interview transcripts and documents.

Results

By analyzing data from the perspective of marginalized women drivers and 
women-focused taxi platforms in India, several dominant themes emerged which 
have been developed into a five-point feminist framework as part of this section. 
In its elementary sense, a framework is a conceptual structure that could guide 
the expansion of a system into something useful. From a research perspective, 
conceptual frameworks are developed for reducing massive data into statements 
or models and establishing links between theories, interpretation of findings, 
and conceptual conclusions (Leshem and Trafford, 2007). In these contexts, the 
below framework serves as device to make sense of the data from the interview 
transcripts, previously described documents, and establish connections between 
various other related empirical and theoretical studies. In addition to the Fairwork 
Principles for platform companies on pay, conditions, contracts, management, 
and representation (Graham et al., 2020), this five-point framework involving 
support from various stakeholders such as workers, workers’ families, platform 
providers, support groups, government, and policy makers, could serve as a 
conceptual design for inclusive labor reforms in the platform economy.

1. Appropriate gendered framing and positionality

While the perception of honorable and decent work prevails for women in the 
beauty segment of the platform economy (IT for Change, forthcoming as cited in 
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Zainab, n.d.), interviewees reported negative perception towards the participation 
of women as transport providers or drivers. The below data indicates perceptual 
issues in the ride-hailing sector and a need for appropriate gendered framing and 
positioning women as professional drivers.

Several interviewees pointed out how women driving on the road as a ‘taxi 
driver’ is either viewed as ‘claiming male-dominated public spaces’ or a form of 
‘desperation’ and not ‘choice’. Researchers from Ola Mobility Institute (OMI) 
and former platform driver, Malini Tyagi, elucidate these points:

So, the presence of female drivers is seen as a disruption 
in a male-dominated space, both as driving as a profession 
and, you know, having a profession at all. So, when you are 
a female breadwinner of the family, there is this extension 
that there was nobody else, no other male in her family that 
could support them, and hence she has had to step up. And 
the second thing is, when you see females centering the 
workforce, especially in male-dominated spaces, it becomes 
a question of taking away jobs from men… There is an 
urban extension of the outside space of the city as a space for 
males, and the female body’s presence in the city space is an 
aberration not the norm. (Researchers, OMI)

[Certain people] want to take advantage of the fact that they 
have landed in a situation where there is a women driver, and 
if they can have their way with this person, because, of course, 
you know, the woman who is driving the car is not doing it 
out of her own choice. She’s doing it out of compulsion and 
will obviously be facing financial issues and will do anything 
to make money. So, we will propose anything. (Malini Tyagi)

Sushil Shroff, Director COO, Taxshe further elaborates that the profession does 
not appeal to lower middle and upper middle-class women due to the element of 
‘blue-collar’ work and the perception of such women as ‘cheap’ and ‘available’:

Cabbies were like the blue-collar job, and the general 
tendency in India is that if a woman is driving, then she is 
a cheap and available woman, because anyone can sit in her 
car and talk anything to her, and she’ll have to take it.
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The situation signals further vulnerability of female drivers, who are “doubly 
oppressed by their status as women in Indian society, and their status as drivers 
in a professional hierarchy that does not seem to place a lot of value on service 
jobs” (Researchers, OMI). In this context, there is a need to redefine and reframe 
the ride-hailing livelihood as the one that challenges the gender stereotypes and 
breaks the class and livelihoods divide. Amrita Gupta, Programme Director at Azad 
Foundation and National Coordinator of Non-Traditional Livelihoods, categorizes 
the traditionally closed occupations for women, such as driving, as “Non-Traditional 
Livelihoods”. Their website (as part of document analysis) defines it as follows:

Non-traditional Livelihoods refer to livelihood practices 
that help women break stereotypes and challenge the gender 
division of labour emerging from the intersections of gender, 
caste, class, religion, sexual orientation, disability and other 
marginalities and oppressive structures, within a dynamic 
context of space and time. NTL increases the set of viable 
livelihood choices available to women and give them 
access and control over skills, technology, market, mobility 
and resources. It creates economic stability along with 
psychological, social and political empowerment. (NTLN 
Charter, 2017)

Moreover, even some of the passengers, which also includes women, do not place 
their trust in the capabilities of women with respect to driving cars or taxis. Maya 
Sharma, 32, who has worked with multiple platforms, describes the situation:

Madam, 80% of the women felt glad to know about us, but 
20% of them were the females who used to behave as if they 
have seen a ghost and not a lady driver… Yes, a woman will 
be taking the ride, and I am talking about Ola and Uber, but 
they actually used to think if the female drivers know driving 
at all or not. They were not sure about our driving skills and 
if we will crash the car and the ride will turn into an accident. 
I am surprised to see that despite being a woman, you are not 
ready to trust the other woman. It shows that you yourself 
lack confidence and you are trying to shake the other person’s 
confidence too.

Malini Tyagi narrates a similar incident where some passengers feel uncomfortable 
to sit in cab driven by women:



81

I particularly remember this elderly gentleman, I believe he 
would be somewhere in his late 70s, riding in the car with 
me, and he was continuously clutching on to the armrests and 
the over door handle, assuming that every time I took a turn, 
it would be sharp, and I would not be able to control the car 
and you know, things like that. His discomfort was visible, 
although he did not say anything. And when we ended the 
journey, I did ask him if there any kind of discomfort or 
something that I could have done better. And this gentleman 
flat out told me that women are not meant to be behind the 
wheel. You know, they’re just meant to be in the kitchen. [He 
said] “Yeah, that’s the reason why I was totally uncomfortable. 
Had I known it was a woman. And I don’t know how to book 
this cab, you know, it’s done by my son. But if we knew this 
is going to happen, we would have cancelled it.”

The framing and branding by the platform companies plays an important role in this 
scenario. For instance, women-only driving platform, Taxshe, has positioned female 
drivers as ‘alternate moms’ who drive women and kids safely to their destinations, and 
have labeled them as ‘Roo’, inspired from the animal ‘Kangaroo’. Shroff explains:

So, we actually made an effort and we told each of our 
clients, like you, she’s a mother. Yeah, she’s handling her 
kids, and she’s driving your kids. So, the connect of a parent, 
a parent is driving. It’s a parent who’s driving. It’s not just a 
woman… So that gets the respect, okay. And then we also 
coined the name ‘Roo’ from the word Kangaroo. So, like a 
Kangaroo would carry the child in her pouch… She is a very 
protective and a very caring animal, because it carries the 
baby in the pouch of certain age... So that worked very well.

This led to the parents trusting women drivers for ferrying their children to school 
and agreeing for paying higher prices for the ‘premium’ and ‘rare’ service – being 
driven by women. Similarly, Kerala-based She Taxi, classifies female drivers as 
‘entrepreneurs’ to change the traditional mindset that driving is not an enterprising 
field for women. Deepthi A S, Project Associate, The Gender Park, adds, “It is 
a problem that many people consider women in this field only as drivers and no 
one gives them any recognition as an entrepreneur.” She Taxi, even allow these 
women entrepreneurs to manage the operations through the She Taxi Federation 
supported by a fleet operator.
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These experiences and quotes indicate the need for careful framing and positioning 
of female drivers to challenge the traditional mindset and view platform driving 
as a viable livelihood choice for women. Moreover, if the framing can get the 
customers to place their trust in women drivers and they agree to pay higher 
prices, this model can reverse the problem in the platform economy related to 
lower wages (Graham et al., 2020).

2. Outreach, mobilization, and characterizing target population

Interviewed platform representatives and support groups expressed the need 
for adopting a nuanced approach for outreaching, mobilizing, and appropriately 
characterizing those women who could be potential participants in the ride-
hailing sector. As evident from the earlier theme, the majority of women drivers 
in this sector belong to the marginalized section of the society. The outreach and 
mobilization efforts of NGOs like Azad Foundation and Neeva Foundation help 
bring these women behind the wheel:

A woman’s journey with Azad begins by meeting our 
Outreach & Mobilization team in her basti [slum]. The team 
organizes public campaigns and programmes as well as 
individual and group meetings. It interacts with the women 
individually and also engages with their families. Azad team 
is often seen putting up a canopy in a basti or going around on 
an auto-rickshaw telling people about the Women on Wheels 
programme on a loudspeaker, with songs and messages about 
women’s rights and importance of gender equality… Once a 
woman shows interest, the team puts in a concerted effort to 
follow up with her and enroll her for the programme. It also 
works with her family to address concerns related to driving 
as a profession for women. (Annual Report 2014-15, Azad 
Foundation, p. 8)

Thus, indicating that one of the main aspects of these outreach and mobilization 
activities is, building confidence and establishing trust among potential women 
drivers and their families. Once this is done, another challenge faced for recruiting 
women is the higher percentage of migrant populations who lack proper 
documentation. Amrita Gupta, Azad Foundation, says 85% to 90% of women 
they engage with are migrants who do not have the identity proofs or necessary 
documents for obtaining the driving licenses:
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If you tell them come to the training and then to make your 
driving license, you will need these documents, go get them, 
half of them will drop out or fall out of the process. So, the 
idea of access to means engaging with them before they 
come to the training.

Their annual report further elucidates the issue in context of gender:

The basic documents required for a learner’s license are 
proof of address and proof of age. Many women do not 
have a birth certificate. Proof of address is not available as 
household arrangements are set under names of the men in 
the households. Young girls who attend schools are rarely 
encouraged to keep their documents safely, as families do not 
have professional aspirations for them. Thus, no mark sheet or 
school certificate are available, even if the girls have studied 
in schools. (Annual Report 2014-15, Azad Foundation, p. 8)

For this purpose, Azad Foundation has coined a Parvaz Feminist Leadership 
Program (FLP) that provides a year-long training to young women from resource 
poor communities to become dynamic leaders. These community leaders act as 
catalysts for change and help other women to get required citizenship documents 
and enroll for their ‘Women on Wheels’ programme (Annual Report 2017-18).

After the outreach and mobilization activities, another crucial aspect is identifying 
the core characteristics of this target group and devising adequate training 
programmes as per their assessment of needs. Taxshe, whose main segment 
consists of women above the age of 35, explains the dynamics as follows:

Most of our women are above the age of 35…Now, these 
are uneducated women who have a maximum of seventh 
standard or eighth standard of education in their villages, not 
even in a proper school in gram panchayats, and all they have 
done is this education. And surprisingly all of them have 
left education when in seventh standard or eighth standard 
because it is the time when girls become mature. And in their 
villages and all they have never had washroom facilities in 
their schools, let alone at the time of their periods. So, they 
simply drop out of school, they are just pulled out of school 
as simple as that. (Sunil Shroff)



84

Neeva Foundation’s website further elaborates this group as “women from financially 
weak segments, single mothers, burn victims, rape and abuse victims, college students, 
home makers.” Hence, while formulating policies, it is essential to consider the core 
character of this population and the implications on access and ability, as indicated by 
the interview participants. For instance, a detailed report prepared by the International 
Finance Corporation (2018) omits identifying or mentioning the migrants or survivors, 
which represents one of the core characteristics of vulnerability.

In this context, the researchers from Ola Mobility Institute (OMI) suggest 
carefully drafting government policies while keeping in mind an ideal worker. For 
instance, they say, till 2018, drivers had to apply for a commercial license, which 
was only issued if they had one year experience of driving a private vehicle. This 
policy slowed the process of inducting more women into driving as a profession. 
The researchers from (OMI) elaborate:

Go back to your policies that you have in place to govern 
driving as a profession in this country and see how you can 
make those less sexist. The requirement that all aspirants need 
to possess a private driver’s license for one year before they 
are able to apply for a commercial driver’s license, itself first 
so arbitrary, but you realize that you are sexist only when you 
start inducting when it is a platform workforce or women into 
the driving workforce. That’s when it truly came out to be. So, 
whom are you keeping in mind when you draft a policy, who 
is the ideal worker, what’s the picture in front of you when 
you make these policies; that’s the question that we need to 
ask ourselves when it comes to policy recommendations

As per a media article, the Indian government has scrapped this requirement as 
the drivers can now drive taxis with their private licenses (Dash, 2018). OMI 
researchers further add that this move has immensely benefitted women drivers.

These interview quotes and data from the documents highlight the intricacies 
and challenges for recruiting women in this sector and thereby increasing their 
participation. As per the above data, the support is required in various areas 
and from all the stakeholders – visiting interior areas and educating people 
about this profession and instilling confidence in women and their families as 
part of the outreach and mobilization activities of the platforms; identifying 
core characteristics of the population and helping in the documentation and 
developing appropriate training programme as per the need assessment; and 
revising government policies to ensure ease and gender inclusivity.
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3. Broadening access

While the Fairwork Principles discuss fair conditions that ensure work 
being carried out in a healthy and safe environment (Graham et al., 2020), 
participants argue that it is also essential to recognize multiple forms of 
‘access’ that can be facilitated by platform companies, support groups or 
NGOs, and workers’ families to carry out this work:

Access to transformative training and upskilling: Taxshe representative, 
Sunil Shroff, expresses need for both technical and non-technical training 
in context to the marginalized resource poor women, who are at the 
intersection of caste, class, and different identities. He says that Taxshe’s 
model consists of 100 hours of driving training and an additional 70-80 
hours of imparting other knowledge and skills, which are clubbed under 
‘soft skills’ such as English speaking, legal rights, financial literacy, first 
aid, self-defense, sexual and reproductive health, grooming, work readiness 
and reporting, and communication skills. Azad Foundation refers to this 
as ‘transformative training’, which empowers women to gain ‘livelihoods 
with dignity’.

In contrast, the one-day training programs of mainstream platforms are sometimes 
even inadequate for the male drivers. Malini Tyagi, who was also a fleet owner 
with Ola, elucidates this:

But with drivers, we faced this constant difficulty where 
a one-day training was not enough. [In terms of using the 
app] Where all do they need to go to access the functions? 
How would they, you know, acquaint themselves with the 
interface of the app?... I remember my drivers coming to 
me and constantly asking me or calling me and asking me 
where what option was. And then because I had used the 
platform…I had the driven the car, and I knew the drivers 
app as well, it was easy for me to explain.

Hence, the interview participants call for a transformative or at least an extensive 
training module, on job upskilling opportunities in line with the changing market 
and to meet the demands of digitization and automation for retaining women in 
this sector.
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Access as awareness: NGOs like Azad Foundation insist on self-defense 
training for prospective women drivers that moves beyond just basic safety 
training. The idea is to make women aware of their surroundings and take 
prompt action in case required:

The idea [of self-defense] is the awareness. The awareness of 
how to behave, the awareness of what to say and what not to 
say. For example…there is a girl who said that when I am out 
on the road at night, I am aware that I keep my eyes around. 
Looking at people who might be following me. In case I see 
somebody following me, I quickly check the nearest police 
station and drive my car towards the police station. So, it’s 
like awareness of your surroundings, awareness of what to 
do. Am I getting worked up? Am I able to actually navigate 
my realities? (Amrita Gupta)

Access to interacting with the public: Women drivers Malini Tyagi and Maya 
Sharma exuded confidence in terms of handling the passengers while driving, 
however Sunita Mishra and Madhuri expressed concerns about the lack of 
confidence in terms of interacting with the public. The long-gendered issue of 
women being often relegated to the domestic sphere is evident in Madhuri’s 
quote, “We were staying inside home, we were not going outside for jobs, so we 
were not having any contact with public.” In this scenario, the soft-skill training 
accompanied with ‘confidence-building’ played an important role in Sunita’s life 
– a widow with two daughters:

I was very afraid of starting new things because I can’t…that 
my confidence level was not that good. First, they give you 
the confidence over there. Like “You can do, you can do”, that 
one is the first thing. My confidence level was very low, and 
they were very, very patient with me…they were very good, 
the trainers I have to tell. My trainers, all the credit goes to 
Vandana madam and trainers because Vandana madam was 
behind all these things…I was so afraid of everything, still in 
some fields I am still afraid but that confidence, they gave us 
the confidence. That is there. I hesitate to speak, I hesitate to 
approach people, like that. That is one thing I am not…. now 
it is okay, little bit okay but because of that only I was not 
able to, now I am able to give my confidence.
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Access is agency: A feminist perspective to ‘agency’ is an “understanding that 
each person is one who has an obligation to take themselves up as a knowable, 
recognizable identity, who “speaks for themselves” and who accepts responsibility 
for their actions” (Davies, 1991, p. 42). Interview participants define ‘agency’ in 
terms of ‘flexibility’ and ‘choice’ afforded to women – to be able to walk out 
of the extensive training programmes and rejoin at any point; to decide which 
passenger (male or female) to pick; to opt to work during morning, afternoon, or 
even late at night; and to decide the number of hours they want to spend on the 
road working in the ‘flexible’ platform economy.

With context to ‘walkouts’, Amrita Gupta elaborates agency as follows:

But the idea is, that is very, and that’s a very feminist 
perspective, that is why I’m stating it, is to give flexibility. 
It is to give flexibility to them. Training modules can’t be 
three months, four months, two months and strict. Because, 
you know that a woman has her care work responsibility, you 
know that a woman will be the first one to be pulled out of 
the training, when there is a bereavement in the family, right 
or there is a sickness in the family. So why deprive a woman 
of a training that she can, or she wants to do. And that is the 
reason why Pallavi, we brought this what we call ‘walkouts’. 
Walkouts because we give agency to the women to walk out 
of the training. We don’t say dropouts, she is not dropping 
out. Dropping out is when a woman is not taking her decision, 
she is being forced to drop out. We say walkouts, because at 
this point, the woman is being given multiple opportunities 
to come back. We go back to the families, we negotiate with 
their families and after that if she has taken the decision to 
walk out, that’s her own agency. She has chosen it, right.

With regard to work hours, the agency is exemplified by the representatives of 
Taxshe and Priyadarshini Taxi. They stressed the need to facilitate women to pick 
the desired time slot in lieu of their care responsibilities. “Minimum of nine to ten 
hours you have to work, minimum. Which hours, morning, evening, afternoon, 
late night, is the call of the woman,” says Susieben Shah. Sushil Shroff adds:

We have flexible timings. And they can also divide the shift 
into two parts, four hours in the morning and four hours in 
the afternoon. So that they can go back to their home, school 
for the kids, do some work and yet be on the job and still 
make money for the family.
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With context to deciding which passenger (male or female) to pick, the Indian 
platform companies do not have that option as of now (as analyzed through the 
documents and reports). However, ride-hailing company ‘99’ in Brazil and Uber’s 
‘Women Rider Preference’ feature in Saudi Arabia and Brazil allow women 
drivers to “elect to serve either men or women passengers or opt in to serve only 
women passengers at any time” (International Finance Corporation, 2020, p.3). 
The below quote portrays the discomfort certain women drivers face with the 
opposite gender, and how important it is for the women drivers to be able to pick 
passengers of their choice:

I asked them that ma’am do you know that we drive only for 
women, right? We don’t drive for gents [men]. And, if you 
still want one for your husband then you must keep a gents 
[men] driver. She said no, your company has told me that 
whatever driver we keep, she will drive everyone from my 
family, be it my brother, my husband, whosoever. And if you 
have any problem, you must have a talk in your office. So, I 
said okay ma’am. She asked me if I would join from the next 
day, I refused. Sorry, I cannot stay with you husband from 9 
to 5. (Maya Sharma)

Access is a family business: Several interviewees emphasized the access for family 
support and sharing of the household responsibilities to enable participation of 
women in the ride-hailing sector. All the four women drivers seemed content with 
the support they had received from their family members, which enabled them to 
take up this profession. Maya Sharma says:

My husband was supportive since the very beginning. I was 
already in to driving before getting married to him and I told 
him much before our marriage that he will have to allow me 
to continue work in the driving line. I loved my profession. 
Therefore, he said that you can of course continue to work 
as you wish and he never had a problem with it. I worked a 
lot even after getting married including day and night both.

However, the platform representatives expressed a “lack of support from the 
family as one of the main challenges in this sector” (Deepthi A S). She explains:
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They do not get enough support from the family itself. 
At the time of the launch of the ‘She Taxi Project’, many 
entrepreneurs had taken loans from different banks and 
societies. They did not receive support from the family 
accordingly. They can only get loans if they pledge any 
security at the time of taking the loan. They do not get any 
support from the family, which is the main problem.

In a patriarchal society, it is essential to understand that a woman’s success is her 
family’s success as illustrated through Madhuri’s quote:

We get some value as a lady. If our husband has no work, we 
can take money from our pocket and meet the expense for one 
day, needs of our kids, like so many things we can do. Even 
I came to Kudumbashree in 2013. It was too much suffering 
before… But when I joined Kudumbashree, I even get some 
salary monthly from Kudumbashree, that money I saved 
and constructed house, education of children, daughter got 
married, all I earned from riding vehicle for Kudumbashree.

Thus, according to the interview participants, there is a need to identify various 
kinds of access that should be facilitated for women drivers in order to bridge the 
gendered gaps and encourage more women to take up driving as a profession. 
Access should be recognized in terms of transformative training, awareness of 
surroundings, confidence for public interaction, agency in context to flexibility 
and choice, and as support from family.

4. Gender-sensitive sustainability

From increasing funding avenues and widening revenue options for 
women-centric platforms to building gender-sensitive infrastructure and 
addressing safety and harassment issues of women drivers, the data from 
interview transcripts and documents suggest being sensitive to gender and 
focusing on the sustainability of women-centric platforms and professional 
driving for women.

Feminist funding: One of the main challenges faced by women-only taxi 
initiatives is that of funding or finding the investors who are supportive of 
women entrepreneurs. Sushil Shroff elaborates:
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In the investment segment, woman is not considered as the 
right bet to put your money…So anywhere, you will find that 
if there’s a woman entrepreneur who’s heading the thing, 
she will have a lot of difficulty in finding the right funding 
partners, in finding the right technology partners, and all that. 
Unless she is able to sustain herself for a sufficient number 
of time, she will not get [funding], unless the model becomes 
big enough for a bigger player to see. “Okay, now I can 
invest. And I’ll add my own management into that.” It’s till 
they don’t get funding. It’s all a function of passion.

Susieben Shah echoes his viewpoint and explains that women-only taxi services 
fail to sustain themselves because of the slow growth of these platforms that does 
not interest the potential investors:

They failed to survive for the simple reason, you see, if it 
is 100 taxis, you can’t make a million [meaning: you cannot 
make a million if you have only hundred taxis]. I am in this 
business because it is a passionate commitment. So, you 
must have the sustaining capacity. The thousand-day rule 
apply, for any business [you will not make money for a 
thousand days in any startup]. If you want to invest in the 
women driven taxis, it takes time to grow because there 
are no captive drivers available, you have to train them and 
employ them, right, make them commercial driver. So that’s 
the… growth is slow. And trust me there are no investors 
ready to help us. They…because they look at the bottom line, 
they want fast growth, they want the exit formula. However, 
we cannot grow beyond 25… 15 to 25 women per month. 
They want 200, 300. That does not happen.

Amrita Gupta from Azad Foundation highlights the lack of support from the 
corporates and the government for this kind of unique model (women-focused 
training and driving platforms) that requires extensive training and handholding 
which may go beyond three months:
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It is very difficult model to sell to CSR [Corporate Social 
Responsibility] by the way, Pallavi. It’s a very difficult model 
to sell to government. We don’t have government supporting. 
We have… we won’t say we don’t have…We have very few 
people who actually understood the model in that much 
depth. There point is why you don’t train for them three 
months. What is your big problem? Just train them for three 
month and leave them. You know the point is not leave or… 
I understand that when you scale up…That is why scaling up 
such a model is difficult.

Further, the funding seems to be a major issue for this asset-heavy model that 
at least two platform representatives reported extreme difficulties during the 
pandemic, with one of them having to close the business.

So, I exited the market because of the pandemic, mainly 
because our 90 percent revenue was coming from the 
schools…because we were into safe pick and drop of the 
school going kids. And when after the pandemic, because 
the schools got closed and there was no hope of reopening 
them in the next one and a half to two years. So, and it was 
an asset heavy model where we were owning the cabs. So, 
it was getting difficult for us to sustain and that is when we 
thought to exit the market. (Shailja Mittal, Koala Kabs)

But see, it’s a loan… I took a loan of 10 to 15 lakhs (USD 
12,000 – 18,000) essentially to ensure that I pay the EMI up 
to the moratorium period. You are well aware the moratorium 
period ended in 3 to 4 months. I think it was sometime 
last August. The moratorium ended and we had to pay the 
interest. The corona… COVID had not gone anywhere. In 
fact, there was much stricter and… much stricter lockdown 
in the second wave… It was lot of… so therefore… and we 
had to continue to pay. Trust me, today, with no business, 
I am paying the EMI on the cars… EMI not on the cars, 
but EMI of the loan that I had procured. (Susieben Shah, 
Priyadarshini Taxi)
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In such cases, the platform representatives call for feminist support from the 
government, corporates, entrepreneurs, innovators, and investors, who would 
support women entrepreneurs and that too for women-centric models.

Widening revenue sources and partnership model: Widening revenue options for 
drivers and platforms and inventing innovative ways such as the B2B partnership 
model were other points raised by the interview participants. For instance, She 
Taxi drivers in Kerala earned money through transit advertising24, which became 
the “main source of [drivers’] income other than their trip income,” says Deepthi 
A S. She elaborates:

Yes. Advertisement means that we have advertisements 
from corporates like Federal Bank as well as Dhathri and 
the advertisements from companies like SBI, Bank of Baroda 
and KSFE [Kerala State Financial Enterprises]. We stick the 
advertisements of such institutions on the side of our cars. So 
we could earn income from it. In a month, an entrepreneur 
had a good income of Rs 25,000/- (USD 335) close to it… 
Even if we didn’t get any trips, we could get a good income 
from that advertisement.

Amrita Gupta and Susieben Shah describe the partnership model with Business-
to-Business (B2B) organizations for facilitating placement of women drivers and 
increasing revenue opportunities:

So, when we say Sakha is the livelihood partner, Azad 
transfers these women to Sakha… For example, Sakha has 
commercial cabs, Sakha runs placement services, individual 
as well as retail. B2B and B2C…that kind of commercial. 
And Sakha also has these chauffeur and call services. Okay, 
so you should check out the Sakha website as well…And 
Sakha also enables them to go and access other organizations. 
For example, German Embassy wants us… In fact, a lot of 
women trained by Azad and employed in Sakha have gone 
to the embassies. There are about five in the US Embassy, 
there is one in UNICEF, there is one... So that kind of support 
Sakha gives. (Amrita Gupta)

24  Advertisements placed in or on modes of public transportation. In this case, taxis.
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The website of Sakha Cabs mentions that they have established partnerships with 
UNICEF, US Embassy, Delhi Commission for Women, and some prominent 
hotels in India, where several women drivers have been placed as chauffeurs.

The way I have designed the business model is… mobility 
is always a problem for women working in late hours, 
whether it be drivers or whether it be women working in 
corporate companies or whether it be women working in 
the unorganized sector…. essentially, we catered to many 
corporates, whether it be in advertising, whether it be legal 
firms, whether BPCL [Bharat Petroleum Corporation], 
HPCL [Hindustan Petroleum Corporation Limited]… We 
give corporate services to our clients, and women driven, 
they are preferred. So there also our packages… we make 
good money out of it… women make good money out of it. 
(Susieben Shah)

Thus, as per the participants, it is important for women-focused initiatives to not 
solely depend on the funding and develop partnerships with B2B organizations. 
Ultimately, widening revenue options can help the drivers and companies thrive.

Gender-sensitive infrastructure: A lack of gender-sensitive infrastructure is 
another concern raised by the interview participants that hinders the ability of 
women to be on the road. Malini Tyagi, who worked with Ola and Uber (Mumbai) 
in the year 2016, expressed inconvenience in terms of 1) locating a nearby 
washroom and 2) finding a clean washroom; Sunita Mishra says, “washrooms 
are there, but they are not clean;” and Susieben Shah says, “My women usually 
always come back to the airport because of the bathrooms”. To overcome this 
challenge, Taxshe has mandated the schools and clients to allow women drivers 
to use washrooms inside the school premises and their homes while ferrying 
school children (Sunita Mishra). OMI points towards the lack of awareness in 
relation to locating the washroom through apps:
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The driver side apps show where are the nearest fuel stations, 
where are the nearest comfort stations etc., where are the 
nearest restrooms as well. But when we asked in our survey 
that are you aware of the features that this app has, almost 
no one knows it. The drivers weren’t aware that these were 
features that they could use through the app, that they could 
search the nearest best place. So, even though it was part 
of their induction program where they are given training to 
use the app in the most effective ways possible, they are still 
sometimes not aware that these kinds of features do exist in 
mobile apps.

Secondly, contrary to the popular belief, it was found that most women 
prefer working during the night as 1) it helps them balance the household 
and childcare responsibilities during the day, 2) nighttime fares are higher, 
and 3) the traffic congestion is low. In this context, OMI recommends 
following infrastructural changes:

What we can do immediately is to make that [night time] 
more comfortable and make that more accessible. And by 
that, I mean better street safety at large, comfort stations, 
social spaces that open late into the night that are accessible 
for drivers, women drivers and women passengers and other 
kinds of travelers. All of them have to be more vibrant, have to 
be more safe. Nobody would walk into a shady establishment 
in the night knowing it was shady and it would be unsafe 
at night. We need to make infrastructural changes that will 
make night more safe for all, not just women.

Amrita Gupta details the idea of a gender-sensitive infrastructure:

Yes, yes, we want women to drive, and women should come 
out. But to create a gender sensitive infrastructure. And by 
Gender Sensitive infrastructure I am saying safe hygienic 
washrooms. Basic. Women are out on the roads, where do 
they go if they are menstruating and all that, if the washrooms 
are not hygienic. Unfortunately, most areas are not hygienic. 
There are loos [public toilets] without locks, anybody can be 
sitting inside and lots of issues are there…
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…But the thing is that you know, if they [public washrooms] 
don’t exist in that many numbers. One is to locate and that 
is okay, because for example now, our drivers are saying 
that in Delhi NCR region, in the NCR region, there are areas 
which have very safe, very hygienic, proper washrooms but 
that is Delhi per se [meaning: safe and hygienic washrooms 
are only located in a few areas of Delhi NCR and not 
across the country]. In fact, we are talking to the transport 
minister on this for a long time. While they are saying they 
are receptive about it, but change needs time. But it is very 
necessary. Also even at the community level, if I am saying 
a women has to leave her children and go out and stay out, 
all of that, then how is the women going to do if there aren’t 
functional community level creches. And while, you know 
at a small level, Azad can do and initiate a few, but few. We 
can’t scale it up. It’s not something that we can do at a large 
scale. We are right now actually talking about women in bus 
transport in Delhi, and state bus transport. But the idea of 
getting a woman on the road, one is public washroom the 
other is this entire, so the mobility and the public spaces are 
not women spaces. For women even to say that you know 
in the depot, in where suppose they are, if she becomes a 
driver. And this I am talking from the experience of one 
Delhi Transport Corporation driver, who is from Azad, who 
is there in current scenario. She keeps saying, she doesn’t 
even have space to take rest in between. Because spaces are 
all male, and it’s about an attitudinal change. Also, its about 
gender sensitization that is required and that is why you 
know creating gender-sensitive market is very, very critical.

Hence, the interview participants call for a collective change from the government, 
platforms, and community side, where they enable adequate hygienic and safer 
public toilets; comfortable resting stations and social spaces; and functional 
creches. Further, the platforms by facilitating awareness and mandating the work 
centers, schools, airports, and hotels to allow women to access the washrooms, 
can bring about this reform.

Safety and harassment: Women drivers Sunita and Madhuri did not open up 
about any harassment issue. However, both Malini and Maya expressed their 
discontentment with the mainstream platforms upon reporting the problematic 
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male passengers. Maya Sharma narrates the ordeal of one of her fellow woman 
drivers:

One of my friends literally faced a very bad situation when 
one of the customers tried to smooch her and kissed her. He 
tried to get hold of her and did all this forcefully. He was 
trying to take her to a hotel. She was literally crying when she 
called me in the night at 2 am and explained to me what had 
just happened to her… I said, you probably deserve this as I 
am telling you from so many days to go and meet the with the 
platform authorities, sit with them, and talk about the safety 
concerns, and the insane behavior of the passengers. I said, 
you girls have perhaps allowed for this instance to happen… 
And also, I said, how dare that customer touched you and get 
hold of you to kiss. Don’t you carry something with you for 
your safety such as a pepper spray or anything else of that 
sort? So that if anyone dare to touch you are in a position to 
hit back even harder. Such people will think twice do a thing 
like this with any other girl in life. I understand that if there 
are a group of people trying to molest a girl, she becomes 
helpless but…

She further narrated her disappointment with the platform company:

No action was taken except their promise to talk to the 
customer about it… “We will look into the matter and discuss 
internally”. Whenever we spoke to the customer care, they 
said we are registering a complaint and we will forward it to 
the right person.

Moreover, she did not even lodge an FIR because, “we never had the number of 
the customer and other details. There was no number given in the app. We used 
to get the call from the customer through the app.”

Malini Tyagi believes that men approaching women is common in all the sectors 
but in a blue-collar profession like driving, women are more prone to harassment 
as men do not ask in a polite way and in certain cases, they assume that they do 
not even have to ask. In fact, she had resorted to actually throwing a person out of 
the car because of these reasons. And when it comes to the action by the platforms 
in such cases, she says:
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I reported it to the platform. Okay, they would have the 
passenger details. Of course, the passenger will have to 
make an account and log in… and their contact information 
or the Aadhaar card information and everything would be 
available with the platform. So, I made it a point to raise a 
complaint. Which obviously was, you know, you can rate the 
customer badly. And I think that was it is, I don’t think there 
was anything else that was done. So, at the end of it, if the 
customer gets bad enough rating, then they would be barred 
from booking a cab, is what was told to us… I am certain 
that no action was taken because if there was an action, then 
obviously I would have been called to relay my side of the 
story [which did not happen].

While the driver apps are equipped with SOS/panic/emergency buttons, as another 
platform driver (male) was contacted during the field work to corroborate the 
findings, he confirmed that the platforms are either unresponsive or insensitive 
towards the drivers citing a recent incident that happened with him. Thus, these 
scenarios indicate that the drivers require the platforms to be more responsive, 
especially when it is a woman who is driving the car.

Ownership capacity: One of the main arguments in this sector is to push asset 
ownership for women cab drivers as discussed in one of the reports by the Ola 
Mobility Institute (Raman and Kulkarni, 2021). Likewise, the literature of this 
chapter also mentions the government schemes where subsidies are provided for 
commercial car purchases. However, the interview data indicated that women 
are not keen on owning the cars as several interviewees cited incidents where 
the male members of the family snatched away the cars, making a case for asset 
non-ownership:

It so transpires that the men of the family, whether it be the 
brother, the husband, the brother-in-law, the father, took over 
the car. Let’s say she would have a booking late in the night 
or say 9 o’clock, the car will be with the husband or the father 
or the respective men in the family. And the woman had no 
say. And she came to me and said that madam, gaadi ke liye 
toh we can’t have a fight [we can’t fight because of the car]. 
So, they suggested that madam, you start a company, you 
own the car, and we drive it for you; therefore, the men in my 
house will have no say over the car. (Susieben Shah)
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So, the government subsidized the vehicle by one lakh and 
twenty thousand (approx. USD 1500). And the minute they 
got possession of the car, the husbands and the brothers 
took it away from her. So, it was given under a woman 
empowerment scheme by the government, and it took about 
one and a half years…But they got a subsidy and because 
they got the car cheaper, the husband and the brothers took it 
away. Okay, so they were back to square one, and they have 
no say in the matter. (Sushil Shroff)

Thus, asset ownership is a complicated issue that requires thoughtful solutions. 
Pushing women to purchase cars by providing subsidies ignores the deeper 
embedded issues in the Indian society, where a woman has no power and control 
over the male members of her family.

Overall, this section indicates creating sustainable solutions for increasing and 
retaining the women in the driving profession as well as building capacity of the 
women-focused platform companies.

5. Fairness in data management and design
The analysis of the interview transcripts and the related documents also pointed 
towards the need for a fair technological design that does not perpetuate any 
sort of discrimination; builds algorithms that cater to the requirements of 
women drivers such as the desire for fixed salary (and solve the accompanied 
issues related to workers’ accountability and quality control); and helps in 
establishing trust between the platform drivers and the platform customers.

Social sorting: Interview participants shared how sometimes customers make 
strange requests that could lead to social sorting in the platform economy. For 
instance, Amrita Gupta describes the kind of requests they receive from potential 
customers for hiring drivers for private placements:

There is a lot of monitoring that is happening…And a lot 
more social, a lot of more selection is happening. “I don’t 
want a girl who is dark. I don’t want a girl with a Muslim 
name. What is her Surname? What is her caste?” And these 
are the things are happening on the platform economy as 
well… When we are dealing with private placements, we 
have had such comments – she is too short, she is too thin, 
she is too tall, she is dark, she doesn’t look good, all of that.



99

Woman driver Maya Sharma shares an incident where she refused to drive as she 
felt uncomfortable with the requirements of the customer:

She selected me, but I wasn’t happy. Even though the job 
was my need, we have been waiting for this job for five or 
six months after finishing the training and we were putting 
in all the effort ultimately for the job. My financial condition 
too wasn’t very well at the time. I was in need of a job. But I 
wasn’t happy when she told me the reason for selecting me. 
She said that she actually needed a young girl only. She said 
that she didn’t want any old lady or any woman. She did not 
require a woman. She needed a young girl. So, she said you 
are perfect for us, for our home. So, I said, “ma’am, actually 
the thing is not about if the girl is young or not. The other two 
drivers who were with me were older than me. One of them 
was 40 and the other 35 years in age. The other two drivers 
that came with me for the test drive. So, I told her that ma’am 
it’s not about the age. These two also do perfect driving. You 
should not say so, they would feel bad. It’s my nature that I 
say it to the face.” [This narration is in context to the driver 
placement service offered by a platform]

Amrita Gupta adds that the digital gig economy does not solve this problem either 
as platforms have access to the Aadhaar cards25 of workers, where ‘names’ can 
reveal their castes and religions. In fact, a study by Rathi & Tandon (2021) found 
how certain mobile applications and websites allow users to filter the gender, 
caste, and religion of domestic workers leading to discriminatory differentiation in 
the platform economy. Another research article states that the platform economy 
can result in social sorting of “bodies using gender, class and race as categories 
of discipline and discrimination” (S. Khan, 2019, para 3).

In this context, Graham et al. (2017) writes that the digital platforms should be 
developed in a way that “can allow workers to access their local market through 
a veil of anonymity provided by the digital medium, masking the characteristic 
on the basis of which discrimination occurs” (p. 147). Hence, developing a 
non-discriminatory design is both a need and a challenge in the digital platform 
economy.

25 Aadhaar is a 12 digit individual identification number issued by the Government of India. The 
number serves as a proof of identity and address.
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Fixed salary design: It was also found that most women drivers desire 
fixed salaries over the fluctuating or uncertain income model followed by the 
mainstream ride-hailing platforms. For instance, when the interview participant, 
Sunita Mishra, was asked multiple times that would she still prefer fixed salary 
over the option to earn more with the mainstream platforms, she maintained that 
she does not mind earning less, and is satisfied with it.

No, I am satisfied with my salary… No, no, I am satisfied 
with fixed salary only… Yes, even if it is less, I am satisfied. 
(Sunita Mishra)

Similarly, Amrita Gupta, confirms vehemently that the drivers want salary as 
the salary and the social security benefits even help them procuring loans for 
purchasing cars. She adds that the salaried bank accounts are the mandatory 
requirement listed by most financial institutions for processing loan applications.

Sushil Shroff elaborates upon the need for a fixed salary design in a different 
context. He said that the incentive-based system with long driving hours does not 
appeal to the women drivers. “Men in India drive about 14 to 16 hours, a woman 
possibly cannot do that much of work due to the disproportionate burden of the 
care work responsibilities that falls on women,” adds the Taxshe Director COO. 
In this case, a woman will always lose out on the incentives or fail to achieve the 
Minimum Business Guarantee (MBS) targets set by the mainstream platforms, as 
she will be expected to drive a minimum of 12-14 hours in a day to make ends 
meet (Khatoon et al., 2019).

Thus, the data indicates that the platforms need to incorporate a fixed salary or 
income model as part of their design. However, a bigger challenge in the event 
of a fixed payments model is how to develop algorithms that ensure workers’ 
accountability, quality control, incentives, and feedback from the customers. The 
mainstream platforms are currently able to penalize and incentivize or reward the 
workers partly because they do not have a fixed salary design, as the workers are 
afraid to lose out on the business and money.

Hybrid model: Women drivers like Sunita Mishra were found to be more 
comfortable in driving on ‘fixed routes’ and with ‘familiar-sensitized’ customers. 
Sunita explained that the pick-up location was shared with her in advance, 
which helped her in mapping the route and registering the landmarks before she 
started ferrying the school children. Sushil Shroff elaborated that Taxshe creates 
WhatsApp groups where parents and drivers are added for communication and 
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tracking, which results in a technology-mediated ‘circle of trust’. He further said 
that Taxshe acts as a mediator not only for connecting the two parties, but also to 
sensitize the customers:

They are sensitized about the driver…that if the driver is 
late... now suppose they pick up your child and you are two 
minutes late, the next child will be waiting, that parent will 
get angry. And they don’t see why you’re late, they just shout 
at you, that is the tendency of people’s behavior with drivers. 
So, we go and sensitize them that if she’s late, you’re not 
going to shout at my lady drivers. If you shout, she may get 
nervous, it puts people at risk, or you will try to hurry up 
the next drive, so that puts your child at risk. So, you’re not 
going to shout. If you have any problem about being late, you 
mention in a group that the driver was late. And the parent 
who had put the child a little late two minutes late or three 
minutes late, will take up the onus of saying that no it was 
late because of me. So, then the blame game does not happen. 
It should not reach my woman driver.

At the same time, it is important to note that the app-based model was preferred 
by the customers (parents) of Koala Kabs. Shailja Mittal explains:

Parents wanted to book through app only because they could 
track it. They could track where the car is, where, what the 
speed is…If the kids are using the service, then what time 
my kid is being dropped in the class? What time is he being 
picked up? They used to get all the alerts from the app. The 
drivers were trained that way. They used the app that way. 
And that is how we used to rate our driving partners…that 
have you use the app properly or not, because for parents, it 
was very important to track that where the kids are. So that is 
why they always prefer to book the service through app only.

These scenarios and the interviewees point towards the need of a hybrid model 
where there is an integration of technology (apps) with human managers. It is 
imperative that a ‘circle of trust’ is built where female drivers feel safer to drive 
and their managers understand them. Sunita Mishra fondly speaks about her 
assignment manager and co-founder of the Taxshe:
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They have that patience, that care, they care also…If it is an 
emergency, I can’t help it out, they arrange it very fast. Aarti 
does all those Superman work. Vandana madam is also very 
understanding. That is the thing, she understands us.

Similarly, Maya Sharma places her trust in the platform providers for emergency 
situations:

Madam, during a taxi ride, we have Sushil Sir’s number and Vandana madam’s 
number, so we contact them. And they are always reachable whenever we are on 
the drive. They keep their phone switched on.

Overall, this section highlights the issues in the current technological design of 
the ride-hailing platforms and pushes for a non-discriminatory and hybrid model, 
which protects the identity of the works and where technology is integrated with 
human connection.

Discussion and Conclusion

The above data portrays a picture of two distinct categories of women cab 
drivers. On the one hand, there is an introvert and timid category comprising of 
women who are stepping out of home for the first time to earn money, they do 
not even discuss harassment issues, and require more time even in terms of soft-
skill training and confidence-building. On the other hand, there is a confident and 
assertive category comprising of women who are upfront about their needs, ready 
to voice out their opinions, complain against the harassers, and able to guide 
(including the technical know-how) other drivers. However, both these categories 
of women drivers are wary of ferrying male passengers, worry for their safety 
and want quick response from the platforms, desire for fixed salary with benefits, 
want flexibility and choice in terms of defining their work hours (including opting 
for nighttime) and picking the type of passenger; and are apprehensive about the 
treatment and discrimination from the passengers’ end based on their social status, 
physical attributes, and gender. While some passengers cancel the ride after getting 
to know that a woman would be driving it, a few others do not hesitate to show 
their discomfort bluntly. The desire to be treated fair and with respect just like 
their male counterparts was evident among all the respondents. At the same time, 
it was also realized that women drivers are more popular amongst the parents for 
carrying school children, and this group does not mind paying higher prices for 
these premium services. Ultimately, the female drivers expressed their preference 
for women-focused taxi services over mainstream ride-hailing platforms due to 
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different reasons such as fixed salary, flexible working hours, adequate training 
(including both driving and soft-skills), pre-familiarization with the passengers 
and the routes, option to ride only women passengers and children, and human 
connection.

All women-focused platforms have to devise extensive strategies in terms of 
outreach and mobilizing women mainly due to lack of proper documentation 
and family support. They further reported financial and scaling up issues because 
investors are not inclined towards supporting women entrepreneurs and women 
drivers. The respondents highlighted concerns about the asset-heavy model of 
the ride-hailing sector that requires the purchase of cars. However, it becomes 
complicated in four respects – 1) Women are unable to retain the purchased 
cars due to male members snatching away them, 2) Banks do not lend loans 
without collateral or fixed income, which is currently not the model of the gig or 
platform economy, 3) Women-focused taxi services do not have sufficient funds 
to purchase cars in bulks or pay the Equated Monthly Installments (EMIs) for the 
borrowed loans, and 4) Government subsidy schemes are driven by red-tapism 
and takes almost two years to avail that it. These results indicate the need for a 
hybrid institutional model – non-profit foundation and for-profit taxi company 
that understands the complexities and underlying social norms to increase the 
participation of women drivers.

The chapter centers the perspectives of marginalized women drivers and women-
focused taxi initiatives from the Global South in order to fill the gap in the existing 
studies on the ride-hailing sector and location-based platforms. The insights offer 
a way forward for designing gender-inclusive platforms with the involvement of 
various stakeholders. Built on the feminist HCI principles described by Bardzell 
(2010) namely, participation and pluralism, the resultant five-fold feminist 
framework offered insights into framing and positionality of women drivers and 
platforms, identification of the target population and the associated characteristics, 
enabling multiple forms of access for women, focusing on the sustainability of 
women-centric platforms and driving as a profession for women, and ensuring non-
discrimination in the data management and catering to the gendered requirements 
in the design of the platforms. The quality of participation can be incorporated 
in different ways if the approach is inclusive and “demonstrate a respect for the 
expertise of different perspectives, including non-professional ones, regardless of 
backgrounds, status, and technical know-how” (Bardzell, 2010, p. 1306). Thus, 
this design framework is informed by valuing different (or even contradictory) 
experiences of all the stakeholders in this participatory process. For instance, 
while female driver Sunita is more comfortable with the human managers, the 
need for app-based technology is emphasized by the founder of Koala Kabs. In 
this case, an amalgamation of app-based technology and human-centric mediation 
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can help in establishing trust, providing direct feedback, and sensitizing both the 
drivers and the customers. Hence, arguing for broadening feminist approaches 
that takes into account multiplicity of subjective experiences. Further, Bardzell’s 
quality of pluralism encourages “foregrounding questions of cultural difference, 
encouraging a constructive engagement with diversity,” but also advocates 
for “embracing the margins both to be more inclusive and to benefit from the 
marginal as resources for design solutions” (Bardzell, 2010, p. 1306). Here, 
centering the lived experiences of marginalized female drivers and entrepreneurs 
in India that are typically neglected in the ride-hailing sector and pushing for 
a cross-cultural framework can help in denaturalizing the Western hegemony. 
For instance, ‘access to interacting with public and building confidence’ is more 
relevant for those Indian women who have been facing multiple forms of socio-
economic and political oppression but are now trying to earn their livelihood. 
Therefore, they also require transformative training apart from the basic driving 
skills. Thus, this feminist approach via a five-fold thematic framework can serve 
for a more systematic and critical pathway to other platform work.

“Inclusive transportation is a key, but often underemphasized, catalyst for gender 
equality” (IFC, 2020, p. 2). The underrepresentation of women as drivers has 
large-scale implications on women’s freedom of movement and access to the job 
market as discussed in the earlier chapters. Further, new technologies employed 
in the ride-hailing sector pose questions about digital safety and privacy, labor 
precarity and mental stress in the absence of human managers, and surveillance 
and tracking methods due to algorithm-driven models. Hence, the next chapter 
will focus on the technology-mediated design of the mainstream ride-hailing 
platforms with an emphasis on the algorithms to understand the situation of 
marginalized workers in the platform economy.
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Chapter 4

a feminist analysis of workers’ 
precarity in the design of  

ride-hailing platforms

Introduction

I remember getting stranded in the middle of the road a few years ago when an 
Ola cab driver remarked that my trip had stopped abruptly, and he could not 
take me to my destination. Frantic, I still requested him to drop me home, but he 
refused, saying he could not complete the ride since the app had stopped working. 
On another unfortunate day, I was unable to find a cab back home as the drivers 
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kept refusing to take up what they saw as a long ride. When I eventually found a 
cab, the driver continuously complained about how multiple short rides benefit 
him more. I tried to tip him after he finished the ride, but instead he requested 
me to book the same cab again, for a few kilometers, as that would reap more 
rewards. While I wanted to oblige, I couldn’t find the same driver, even though he 
had parked his car right outside my house. Another time, I spent the entire night 
at the airport as I was terrified to book a cab at that late hour. I regretted not 
checking the flight timings before confirming the booking, having overlooked the 
fact that women need to be cautious about these things.

Although my first response was to blame the cab drivers for what I saw as 
an unprofessional attitude, it slowly dawned on me that they have their own 
constraints. In the first scenario, the app had stopped working, so he couldn’t 
complete the ride for fear of getting penalized, which also resulted in a bad 
rating by me. In the second situation, I wondered why the algorithms reward 
shorter rides rather than longer ones. Moreover, how do they assign drivers if 
proximity isn’t the only factor and why was my driver not aware of that? In the 
third instance, why couldn’t I be assigned a woman driver to make me feel safer 
when traveling late at night?

The above personal anecdote contextualizes the complexities of algorithmic 
management in the digital matchmaking economy where algorithms are 
increasingly taking on the role of human resource managers, middle managers, and 
customer service representatives (Schmidt, 2017). The labor platforms leverage 
artificial intelligence tools to profile the professionals based on their historical 
and demographic data. They examine patterns of providers, minutely track their 
behavior, record the user ratings, and then match the demand and supply in a 
particular location. These platform workers interact with a “system” rather than 
humans, where the opportunities for feedback and negotiation are minimal, and 
even the performance is evaluated through artificial agents that set rewards and 
penalties. The automation of this sector may reproduce and perhaps amplify the 
exploitative and gendered discriminatory practices that have long pervaded in 
these contexts as evident in the growing literature on algorithmic unfairness and 
oppression (see Lee et al., 2015; Page et al., 2017; Rosenblat & Stark, 2016). Few 
workers gain insight into the ‘logic’ of governing work and often must alter their 
behavior even if detrimental to their own well-being. A few studies also point 
towards the reinforcement of the existing intersecting inequalities, exploitation 
of workers, and unequal power relations, especially based on gender, race, 
ethnicity, class and migrant status with respect to the on-demand platforms in 
US, India, Mexico, Kenya, and South Africa (see Hunt & Machingura, 2016; 
Ticona & Mateescu, 2018; van Doorn, 2017). For instance, researchers at George 
Washington University found social bias in the algorithms related to dynamic 
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pricing used by ride-hailing platforms Uber, Lyft and Via in Chicago, US. The 
study found fares increased for neighborhoods with larger non-white populations, 
higher poverty levels, younger residents, and high education levels (Pandey and 
Caliskan, 2021). The authors of this paper explained, “when machine learning 
is applied to social data, the algorithms learn the statistical regularities of the 
historical injustices and social biases embedded in these data sets” (Wiggers, 
2020, para 3). These irregularities are also spotted in relation to gender. A study 
conducted by Stanford researchers documented a 7% pay gap in favor of men, 
using a database of a million drivers on Uber in the United States (Cook et al., 
2020). By being ‘worker blind’ and designing only ‘customer-centric’ platforms 
can reduce the gains made by these new technological opportunities for workers, 
especially women as discussed in the earlier chapters.

Further, new technologies employed in the ride-hailing sector pose 
additional questions about digital safety, individual privacy, and the 
systematization of trust between strangers. A study of sensitive data leakage 
in ride-hailing services reveals large scale data harvesting of drivers is 
possible where “attackers can determine with high-precision the driver’s 
privacy-sensitive information including mostly visited address (e.g., home) 
and daily driving behaviors” (Zhao et al., 2019, p.1). This becomes more 
problematic for women drivers who are more prone to cyber violence and 
cyber stalking (Lomba et al., 2021). In terms of the trust, Botsman, (2016) 
discusses how Airbnb and Uber are profound examples of technology 
changing the way people collaborate and trusting complete strangers while 
booking vacation houses or taxi rides. Here, she mentions about people 
using bits of information to decide whether someone is trustworthy or not 
and then raises a pertinent question if men and women trust differently in 
digital environments. Thus, it is imperative to also discuss the gendered 
perspective of the ride-hailing services, where a few pieces of information 
such as the passengers’ pictures might be more important for women 
drivers as compared to men.

The aforementioned concerns related to digitally enforced precarity, 
safety, privacy, and trust with respect to specifically women drivers remain 
unclear due to the dearth of rigorous academic research on the gendered 
experiences in the ride-hailing sector. At the same time, most of the studies 
lack algorithm centered analysis involving various actors in the ride-hailing 
sector as mostly only male drivers are available. There is also a noticeable 
skew towards Global North platforms, whereas studying Global South 
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platforms with different gender experiences and ideological positions, 
would bring in forth the otherwise unknown structural and algorithmic 
challenges. Therefore, this chapter analyses the algorithm design of the 
ride-hailing platforms by adopting a multi-stakeholder approach and 
critically discusses the concerns of platform drivers, especially women, 
while complimenting it with the responses from various platform 
representatives in the Indian domain. Thus, the main research question of 
this chapter is: What are the appropriate design approaches and practices 
for algorithmically managed ride-hailing platforms in India?

Background of ride-hailing platforms

The rapid rise of the ride-hailing sector with increased digital connectivity 
coupled with low barriers to entry, flexibility of timings and the promise 
of inclusivity are opening new avenues for workers to participate in the 
platform economy. Currently, there are around 90 ride-hailing and ride-
sharing platforms globally (RideGuru, 2021), with Uber being the largest 
ride-hailing platform in the world (Curry, 2021). While size estimates vary, 
the global ride-hailing industry is expected to reach $85.48 billion in 2023 
at a CAGR of 17.97 percent with Asia Pacific to witness the fastest growth 
during this period (Research and Markets, 2020). The ease of point-to-point 
service, shorter wait time, and avoiding the inconvenience of parking even 
appealed to the users or customers, as revealed in a survey conducted by 
Rayle et al. (2016). The number of users is expected to amount to 1,627.7 
million and the user penetration could reach 20.9% by 2025 worldwide 
(Statista, 2020). Hence, a large number of people are now finding work 
and performing jobs through apps, platforms, and websites (Graham et al., 
2020; Heeks, 2019). For instance, American ride-hailing company Uber 
operates in 63 countries as of December 2018 and is providing work to 
3.9 million drivers (Uber Newsroom, 2018). Likewise, Ola, a ride-hailing 
service in India has empowered approx. 1.5 million drivers to become 
“entrepreneurs” (Ola, 2020) and an Indonesian-based transportation and 
service provider, Gojek, is facilitating work for over 2 million drivers 
(Gojek, 2020).

The growth of these digital taxi platforms invited debates around the 
usage of the terms “ride-hailing”, “ride-sharing” and “ride-sourcing”, 
with some researchers and even the platforms using these interchangeably. 
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“Ride-hailing” traditionally involved standing on the street and hailing a 
taxi, however, as technology evolved, this became possible by installing 
applications on smartphones that provide options for booking, electronic 
payment, and rating drivers, among other things (Rayle et al., 2014; 
Shaheen et al., 2016). The term “ride-sharing” has been derived from 
the traditional models of carpooling and vanpooling with the intention of 
bringing down the cost when people travel together (Cohen and Kietzmann, 
2014; Schneider, 2017). However, variations in the on-demand taxi service 
models have now started defining ride-sharing as “carrying multiple 
passengers who might not know each other” (IFC and Uber Technologies, 
2018, p. 11), which includes services such as UberPOOL, Lyft Shared, 
Didi Hitch, Ola Share etc. In this context, a few researchers recommend 
using a more accurate term, “ride-sourcing”, as people nowadays use a 
platform to “source” rides from a pool of drivers and drivers expect a fare 
income in return as opposed to the initial sharing or collaboration model 
(Rayle et al., 2014). Though, the term “ride-hailing” gained more public 
acceptance after even the Associated Press declared the usage of the term 
“ride-sharing” as a misnomer and adopted “ride-hailing” in its stylebook 
(Freed, 2015). In fact, Uber altogether led to a neologism, Uberisation, 
referring to certain trends in the gig economy such as usage of algorithm-
driven digital platforms that encourage autonomy and flexibility of clients 
and service providers (Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2018).

The new on-demand taxi industry, however, has posed several challenges for 
the policymakers, Rayle et al. (2014) note, “ridesourcing services unfairly flout 
existing regulations, compete with public transit, increase congestion at peak 
times, mislead consumers through opaque pricing practices, and endanger public 
safety (p.1).” Furthermore, it faced strong resistance from the traditional taxi 
operators who found it difficult to keep up with the technology. This resulted 
in a regulatory dilemma with some of the countries in Europe like Hungary and 
Bulgaria banning the Uber app completely and while other countries like France, 
Italy, Finland, Germany, and the Netherlands banning some services (Shead, 
2019). Beyond the mobility effects of these platforms, a critical challenge for 
policymakers across the world is to examine its impact on the labor market and 
the associated regulations. These platforms view themselves as “intermediaries” 
providing relevant infrastructure and market access to labor (Choudary, 2018). As 
a result, some of the researchers are skeptical of this archetypal model as this new 
workforce is now responsible for their own “economic fate” with lack of income 
or social security and lingering debt (Fleming, 2017). Further, the Internet-driven 
platforms are largely designed for digitally literate customers, and they seldom 
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keep in mind the requirements of workers. The algorithmic management and 
design of these platforms have come under scrutiny several times as discussed 
in the introduction. While the earlier chapters of this dissertation discussed the 
architectural and structural design of these platforms, this chapter will solely 
focus on the algorithm design of the mainstream ride-hailing platforms.

Methodology

By deploying Bardzell’s (2010) Feminist Human-Computer Interaction 
Design approach, the chapter centers the lived experiences of those who 
encounter precarity, informality, discrimination, and simultaneously 
discusses the implications for the under-represented women drivers in this 
sector. It is built on the feminist standpoint theory that advocates for a 
new domain of user research focusing on enhancing the knowledge and 
experiences of the ‘marginal’ user. According to Bardzell (2010), “feminism 
is a natural ally to interaction design, due to its central commitments to 
issues such as agency, fulfilment, identity, equity, empowerment, and 
social justice” (p. 1301) and it has far more to offer than just pointing 
out instances of sexism. She emphasis on building real-world computing 
needs that do not exclude any group in the technology.

The chapter also builds on the cross-cultural feminist framework proposed 
by Arora & Chowdhury (2021) that aims for an inclusive future and “strive 
for global solidarities while decolonizing the feminist “common sense” that 
is institutionalized into how tech nologies are shaped” (p. 2). It propagates 
the ideas of diverse possibilities and cultural approaches while recentering 
those at the margin. “A data set that is sensitized to cross-cultural feminist 
politics shapes inclusive parameters of meaning-making, thematic/
embodied concepts, action, ideology, and content” (Arora & Chowdhury, 
2021, p. 5). It caters to words, meanings, contexts, and experiences from 
diverse cultures and undoes itself constantly from the dominant Western 
narratives.

Methods and analysis

A similar approach was adopted for data collection and analysis as detailed in the 
previous chapter. This chapter critically analyses the algorithm design of the ride-
hailing platforms using stakeholder approach and drawing on data from eleven 
semi-structured in-depth qualitative interviews with platform representatives 
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(six), platform drivers (four), and an AI specialist (one) conducted between 
July 2021 and February 2022 (details in Table III of Appendix). The platform 
representatives are the senior managers, executives, and software engineers 
working or have worked at popular ride-hailing platforms in India; the platform 
drivers (two men and two women) are working or have worked with mainstream 
platforms such as Ola and Uber; and the AI specialist (Uday Keith) is a former 
Senior AI Developer with Wipro Limited, representing a neutral standpoint that 
is not influenced by the ride-hailing segment. The two software engineers were 
contacted through professional networking site LinkedIn and the remaining 
platform representatives including AI specialist were approached via personal 
network of friends and acquittances. Though it was relatively easier to contact 
male taxi drivers by booking cabs, the complex process of recruiting female 
drivers has been mentioned in the previous chapter. Pseudonyms are used in this 
chapter to protect the identity of the platform representatives and drivers. It is 
also important to mention that one of the major challenges in conducting this 
research has been to recruit female drivers due to lack of availability/ extremely 
low participation in the ride-hailing sector.

There was no remuneration offered to any of the interviewees and all participants 
consented to be a part of this study voluntarily. The procedure to not pay the 
interview participants was also approved by the Ethics Review Board (ERB) of 
the Erasmus School of Philosophy. All the participants were explained the purpose 
of the study and the informed consent form was read out to them. The interviews 
lasted between 40 to 60 minutes and were conducted either through Zoom (audio) 
or over the phone considering the ongoing pandemic situation and the geographical 
spread of this research. A combination of English and Hindi languages was used 
for conducting the interviews. The audio recordings are stored on the EUR vault. 
However, a few of the interviewees, especially the platform representatives, were 
apprehensive about recording the conversations and instead they asked to take 
down the notes. They are also stored on the EUR vault. The broader themes for 
the interview included: ride-allocation; ratings, Minimum Business Guarantee 
model, constant tracking and surveillance, incentives, app design and usability, 
feedback and complaint redressal system, customers, bathroom and meal breaks, 
privacy, and women drivers as colleagues (for male drivers), biases in algorithms 
(for platform representatives), and policies for women drivers (for platform 
representatives).

The interviews were further supported by carrying out an analysis of about 40 
documents – official reports (including privacy policies and terms and conditions) 
from ride-hailing platforms, media coverage, policy papers, and empirical 
studies in this area (Table IV of Appendix). Most of these were downloaded 
from the official websites of the platform companies by visiting their ‘About 
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Us’, ‘Newsroom/Media Centre’, ‘Blog’, ‘AI’, ‘Privacy’, and ‘Terms of Service’ 
sections. The remaining were accessed by using a combination of keywords on 
Google, Google News, and Google Scholar. For instance, algorithms + ride-
hailing platforms; women drivers + ride-hailing platforms in India; drivers + ride-
hailing platforms in India; ratings + drivers + ride-hailing platforms; algorithm 
bias + ride-hailing platforms; ride-hailing platform policies for women drivers. 
Thereafter, results obtained on pages 1 and 2 of the search engine were scanned 
and the document selection was based on the “relevance of documents to the 
research problem and purpose” (Bowen, 2009, p. 33). The documents analysis 
not only helped to fill the gap and corroborate the findings, but also aided in 
identification of broader themes and issues in the algorithm design. For instance, 
concepts like ‘gamification’ were first recognized through media article (Scheiber, 
2017) and policy paper (Schmidt, 2017). Similarly, ‘acceptance rate’ is a term 
used on Uber’s website as the drivers referred to it as their ‘rating’.

Results and Discussion

Using Bardzell’s design principles for developing a framework

Bardzell’s (2010) six principles or qualities, namely, pluralism, 
participation, advocacy, ecology, embodiment, and self-disclosure have 
been used to contextualize and organize the data. Upon visiting and re-
visiting the interview transcripts and related documents, these feminist 
interaction design principles were found to be useful to solidify the results. 
Consequently, a design framework has been developed where the empirical 
results, interpretations, and recommendations are presented alongside.

This six-point feminist design framework caters to multiplicity of 
experiences in the ride-hailing sector and centers the marginalized workers 
while addressing some of the questions raised in the introduction.

1. Acceptance Rate, Incentives and Gamification: Quality of Participation

The digital platforms are built on the premise of enabling ‘flexibility’ and 
‘freedom’ (Woodcock and Graham, 2020), however it is rarely carried out in 
practice. Uber stated that declining a ride does not affect a driver’s promotions 
(Uber Help, 2022) and Ola specified that the driver has the sole discretion to 
reject a ride (Ola T&C, 2022), but as per the cab drivers they cannot decline or 
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cancel any ride as it can lower their assignment acceptance rate18. A 26-year-old 
cab driver with Ola and Uber, Hari Singh, referred to this as ‘rating’ and said, 
“Yes, when you cancel a booking, rating goes down on its own.” Rashid Khan, 
another cab driver, elaborates, “At one point if you keep on cancelling many 
rides, then they also suspend your account. First, they lower the rating, then they 
will give you a warning.”

Secondly, the platforms “transform wage labour into a game, in an often 
manipulative, behaviouristic manner” (Schmidt, 2017, p.12), for instance, by 
incentivizing the drivers on completing a certain number of rides and compelling 
them to work for longer hours. Scheiber (2017) describes this phenomenon in 
context to Uber as:

Consider an algorithm called forward dispatch…that 
dispatches a new ride to a driver before the current one ends…
it causes drivers to stay on the road substantially longer…
As with viewers and binge-watching, many drivers appear 
to enjoy the forward-dispatch feature, which can increase 
earnings by keeping them busier…And whether they enjoy 
it is separate from the question of agency — whether they 
have it, or whether the company does. Uber officials say the 
feature initially produced so many rides at times that drivers 
began to experience a chronic Netflix ailment — the inability 
to stop for a bathroom break. (paras 68, 73, 74)

Driver Hari Singh said, if he completes 20 rides in 24 hours, he gets Rs 150 
(USD 2) as an incentive and though it is not mandatory, he takes up multiple 
rides to sustain himself financially and repay the car loan. The current incentive-
based model brings forth two major concerns in this sector – 1) Extremely low-
incentives that reinforces precarity of the blue-collar work and 2) Staying on the 
road for longer hours that causes physical fatigue and complicates the situation 
more for women drivers as they have an additional burden of care responsibilities.

To address the issue of staying on the road for longer hours and the subsequent 
fatigue, the Indian government issued guidelines in 2020, according to which, 
drivers would not be allowed to drive their vehicles for more than 12 hours a 
day even if they are engaged with more than one cab aggregator (Dash, 2020). 
However, there is no clarity so far on how such a complicated system will be 
developed as it could possibly jeopardize the privacy of both platforms and the 

18 Acceptance rate is the number of ride requests accepted by the driver divided by the total 
number of requests received.
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drivers. Arvind Sinha, a former Software Development Engineer (SDE) with a 
popular ride-hailing platform, said this “rule” requires cross-platform support and 
stringent enforcement. He added that if the drivers want to drive for longer hours, 
they will find many loopholes, even if it means taking offline bookings without 
platform support. In this scenario, it is important to unearth the deeper problem, 
i.e., unable to earn sufficiently well.

Elaborating on a participatory approach that is compatible with empathic user 
research, Bardzell suggests ongoing dialogue between designers and users 
to explore understanding of work practices that could inform design. This 
also means if the platform companies and AI developers are oblivious to the 
needs and concerns of labor, they may end up designing technology that could 
unintentionally sabotage users. In this case, Uday Keith, a former Senior AI 
Developer with Wipro Limited, suggests the following:

To simplify the process and ensure equity in the gig 
economy, platform companies can advise AI developers to 
introduce a “rule”. This would mean fixing the number of 
minimum rides or tasks a platform worker gets in a day, 
which can also help in ensuring a minimum wage to them 
and provide a certain level of income security17. Further, the 
reward system can undergo a major overhaul. For instance, 
rather than incentivizing them to drive more and indulge in 
compulsive game-playing, platform companies can build 
algorithms that provide financial rewards when the drivers 
follow traffic rules and regulations, drive within permissible 
speed limits, and ensure a safe riding experience. In fact, we 
can even provide options to the customers where they could 
be given discount coupons if they allow drivers to take short 
breaks.

Ridhima Gupta, a former SDE with a ride-hailing platform, informs us that the 
SDEs do not interact with the drivers directly:

17  Here, it is necessary to note that the Minimum Business Guarantee (MSG) does not work for 
the platform drivers when they are unable to get any rides in a day. Hence, there is a demand 
for minimum wage by the drivers.
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No, we as developers didn’t use to have calls with the 
drivers. We have a business and product teams, business 
team is the one who used to talk to the drivers. It happens in 
every company, there is a business team who is responsible 
for talking to the drivers, and understanding their behaviors. 
Actually, whenever we’re launching a product or whenever 
we want to launch our products, I think the business would 
be a lot more in-touch with the drivers in understanding what 
they need.

This indirect way of interaction restricts the ability of the AI developers and 
SDEs to understand the drivers and their experiences. A participatory approach 
to AI design requires first-hand understanding of the needs and predicament of 
people for whom the technology is designed.

2. Rating Dynamics: Quality of Embodiment

In the ride-hailing sector, passengers act as ‘middle managers’ and the ratings 
given by them directly impact drivers’ employment eligibility (Rosenblat and 
Stark, 2016). Consequently, all the drivers emphasized the importance of customer 
ratings as the most significant performance metric but expressed discontentment 
in terms of how the ratings were computed. Rashid Khan, 27, a male cab driver 
said:

The customer could get angry at anything and leave a low 
rating…Most of the time we don’t find out…If the customer 
leaves us a 1 star, only then we will find out…I will get a 
notification from Uber about what happened during this 
ride that the customer has given you 1 star…Otherwise if 
someone leaves a 2 or a 3, then it doesn’t really matter.

Hari Singh further explained that though the platforms listen and acknowledge 
the drivers’ side of the story, their rating still goes down apparently as they receive 
comparatively fewer rides after that. Malini Tyagi, 35, a former female cab driver 
with Ola, described how sometimes the passengers did not allow her to stop the 
car to use the toilet:
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There is this one point where I need to take a break for two 
minutes…but the passengers have flat out declined. Initially, 
I would listen to them. And then at one point in time, because 
there’s nothing else that you can do, I have just gone [to use 
the bathroom].

In this case, she was often forced to end the trip, which ‘apparently’ led to low 
ratings from the customers. However, she could not identify those low ratings 
and reach out to the platform executives as the drivers do not get to view the 
individual ratings and reviews given by the passengers. She said:

The rating is something that you could never control. 
Because the rating displayed to the driver…would always 
be on a weighted average system. So, we never really got 
to know which passenger has given us what amount of you 
know stars or what kind of review. That was something that 
we never got to know individually.

The above scenarios indicate two things: Firstly, the need for a transparent rating 
process, and the ability to challenge it. Secondly, assessment of whether the 
‘rating system’ by itself is an ideal representation or embodiment of workers’ 
performance. The differential understanding in terms of the rating systems is 
also evident in the empirical study conducted by Raval & Dourish (2016) where 
they highlight the entanglement of the ratings as certain situations are outside the 
driver’s control:

Drivers are not in control of the traffic or the incoming 
customer’s mood and context at the moment of encounter, 
so while their body and emotions become two major assets 
to rely upon, they must do so in contexts that they cannot 
entirely manage. (p. 102).

Bardzell’s quality of embodiment focuses attention on the bodies, emotions, gender 
identity, motivating drives, and primordial urges of users. Thus, it is essential 
to examine if the rating systems are designed in a way that takes into account 
both drivers and passengers’ emotional state or distress, for instance. Further, she 
suggests acknowledging the whole humanness of individuals to create products 
that do not discriminate based on gender, religion, race, age, physical ability, or 
other human features.
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(Screenshot of Uber India app taken in September 2021)

In the above screenshot, the usage of the word ‘Hero’ is problematic as the 
app is creating an imagery that the drivers are always males. The historic male 
domination associated with this term has been informed by masculine perspectives 
(Byrne and Palmer, 2018), hence adopting a more gender-neutral language such 
as S(Hero) is required.

Additionally, the methodology of ratings should also be evaluated in context of 
how users rate workers and whether they discriminate on the basis of appearances 
or other factors (Fisman and Luca, 2016). Former SDE Ridhima Gupta also 
suggests analyzing the behavior of customers and their rating patterns:

Supposedly, I am a customer who does not give 5-star rating to 
anyone, maybe I just give 3 stars or 4 stars to everyone. I would 
say you would need to analyze the behavior of a customer 
also, like what is the type of rating the person usually gives 
and may be take an average of it or develop some algorithm 
that could take out the average. There is also a possibility that 
as a customer, I am giving low ratings to a certain set of people 
(maybe due to their cultural or community background). 
Hence, machine learning algorithms should be developed that 
could analyze the customers’ behaviors over a period of time 
and then accordingly align it with the drivers’ ratings.
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Here, Uday Keith recommends:

The platform companies have started using qualitative labels 
that could help users to rate the workers better. However, 
we do need to see whether sufficient options are listed 
and suggest changes accordingly. Moreover, if we want to 
completely avoid the numerical rating system, we can ask the 
users to always describe their feedback by writing a sentence 
or two. This can be analyzed using Natural Language 
Processing (NLP), a subfield of Artificial Intelligence that 
helps in understanding human language and derive meaning.

3. Ride Allocation: Quality of Self-Disclosure

A lack of understanding of how algorithms assign tasks or allocate rides makes 
it difficult to hold these systems accountable. Consequently, a group of UK Uber 
drivers in July 2020 launched a legal bid to uncover how the app’s algorithms 
work – how the rides are allocated, “who gets the nice rides; who gets the short 
rides” (Booth, 2020, para 8). A similar concern was noticed amongst the Indian 
drivers with one of the interview participants, Rashid Khan, questioning, “I really 
wish to know about it [Uber algorithmic system] but madam who will tell us?” 
In this respect, Deepak Sharma, a senior executive of a popular ride-hailing app 
said:

Apart from proximity, the algorithms keep in mind various 
parameters for assigning rides, such as past performance of 
the drivers, their loyalty towards the platform, feedback from 
the customers, if the drivers made enough money during the 
day etc. The weightage of these parameters keep changing 
and hence cannot be revealed.

Uday Keith explained this as follows:

Well, deep learning algorithms used by various companies 
have a “black box” property attached to them to a certain 
extent. These algorithms are dynamic in nature as they keep 
learning from new data during use. One can only make sense 
of this by continuously recording the weightage assigned to 
the pre-decided variables.
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Former SDE, Arvind Sinha, further clarifies:

If they are using Machine Learning algorithms, then it would 
be very, very tough but most of the companies right who 
are emerging in the cab business, they are not using such 
complex algorithms, they are simply using the hard coded 
algorithms like it’s hard coded and it will not take much time 
to decode this in simple English language.

The fact is that multiple, conflicting algorithms impact the driver’s trust in 
algorithms as elaborated in an ongoing study of ‘human-algorithm’ relationships 
(Page et al., 2017). The research scholars discovered that Uber’s algorithms often 
conflict with each other while assigning tasks, for instance, drivers were expected 
to cover the airport area but at the same time, they received requests from a 
20-mile radius. “The algorithm that emphasizes the driver’s role to cover the 
airport was at odds with the algorithm that emphasizes the driver’s duty to help 
all customers, resulting in a tug o’ war shuffling drivers back and forth” (ibid, p. 
7). Similarly, conflict is often created when drivers are in the surge area, and they 
get pings to serve customers somewhere out of the way.

Moreover, complete information about the rides become all the more relevant 
for women drivers, who fear unfamiliar locations and routes as expressed by 
female drivers during my research fieldwork. Hari Singh further revealed that 
Uber shows the nearby drop location to drivers before accepting the ride, only if 
they have completed a minimum of five rides. All the drivers also said that they 
cannot see the passengers’ photographs at any given point and even the names 
are revealed only after accepting the ride. However, the passengers can view the 
drivers’ photographs and names immediately after the ride is allotted to them, 
making transparency a one-sided process in the platform economy.

Apart from the one-sided transparency, one cannot ignore the rich dilemma 
associated with revealing all the information especially the photographs and the 
names to both the passengers and the drivers – on the one hand, it enhances the 
safety for women drivers, but on the other hand, it can act as a catalyst for gender 
discrimination. One of the prominent research projects on the gender and the 
sharing economy, explains how the integrated component of intimacy conferred 
because of ‘place of transaction’ and ‘trust dependency’ deepens and legitimatizes 
gender stereotypes resulting in overt discrimination and segregation. Schoenbaum 
(2016) elucidates:
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…the shift in focus from an impersonal transaction with a 
firm to a personal interaction between individuals makes 
the identity of both the buyer and the seller more salient. 
Photographs and even names can reveal identity traits like 
race and sex. This personalization of the transaction not only 
enables discrimination, but by focusing the basis of trust in 
the relationship between seller and buyer, it heightens the 
salience of the identity of the transacting parties, heightening 
the odds of discrimination. (p.15).

While the above seems like an entrenched characteristic of the platform economy, 
the quality of self-disclosure recommended by Bardzell calls for users’ awareness 
of how they are being computed by the system. The design should make visible the 
ways in which it affects people as subjects. For instance, apart from revealing the 
relevant information about the ride that would facilitate drivers’ agency to accept 
or reject a ride (or at least eliminate the one-sided transparency), the platform 
companies can display the variables and the corresponding algorithmic weightage 
per task assigned on the smartphone screen of the workers. So, if a platform driver 
has not been allocated a certain ride due to his past behavior, then the technology 
should be transparent to reveal that information to him. This would also help them 
in understanding which ‘algorithm’ to follow when several of them are at play.

4. Constant Tracking, Surveillance, and Algorithmic Control: Quality of 
Ecology

Rakesh Arora, a senior executive of a well-known ride-hailing platform explained 
their tracking practices:

The location of driver-partners is tracked every two-three 
seconds and if they deviate from their assigned destination, 
our system detects it immediately. Besides ensuring safety, 
this is done so that the drivers do not spoof their locations. 
It has been noticed that some drivers use counterfeit location 
technology to give fake information about their location – 
they could be sitting at their homes and their location would 
be miles away. If the system identifies anomalies in their geo-
ping, we block the payment of the drivers.

While this appears to be a legitimate strategy to address fraud, there is no clarity 
on how a driver can generate evidence when there is an actual GPS malfunction. 
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Another interviewee, a person in a top management position of a ride-hailing 
company, said, “it is difficult to establish trust between platform companies and 
driver-partners, especially when we hear about drivers coming up with new 
strategies to outwit the system every second day.” For instance, extensive media 
coverage has revealed how some of the drivers had a technical hacker on board 
to ensure that booking could be made via a computer rather than a smartphone 
(Kashyaap, 2016) or artificially surged the price by collaborating with other 
drivers and turning their apps off and on again simultaneously (Hamilton, 2019).

Similarly, Arvind Sinha, elaborates:

…so many times what they [drivers] do is they get the ride, 
ask the customer to reject it and then they take the customer 
to the destination and they get to keep the whole 100% cut 
[commission]. Then, the separate systems were created 
which were recording these events – like okay this driver 
accepted this ride, okay he rejected it. These systems were 
running those fraud check rules – like okay he’s continuously 
rejecting all of the rides, maybe he’s chilling in his yard or 
maybe he’s in a function or he’s not willing to work, he’s just 
simply passing time!

Though the ‘frauds’ committed by the drivers are out in the public domain, it is 
seldom discussed how constant surveillance reduces productivity and amplifies 
frustration resulting in ‘clever ways’ to fight it (Möhlmann and Henfridsson, 
2019). Traditional jobs allowed certain worker activities to be unobservable by the 
managers, whereas the constant algorithmic surveillance and monitoring result in 
rigidity in their behavior. The drivers are continuously tracked by ride-sharing 
apps and if they fail to follow any of the instructions provided by these apps, 
they either get penalized or banned from the platform. Algorithms control several 
aspects of the job for the drivers – from allocating rides to tracking workers’ 
behavior and evaluating their performance. This lack of personal contact with the 
supervisors and other colleagues can be dehumanizing and disempowering and 
can result in the weakening of worker solidarities. Technology-mediated attention 
can intensify drivers’ negativity and can have adverse effects on their mental 
health and psychological well-being. An online ethnographic study of drivers 
found, “algorithmic interpellations and personalized management techniques 
lead the drivers to experience anxiety” (Pignot, 2021, p. 218). It also contributes 
to a higher level of technostress due to high dependency on technology and the 
constant need to update themselves without becoming obsolete (Shu et al., 2011).
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The quality of ecology suggested by Bardzell urges designers to consider the 
broadest contexts of design artifacts while having an awareness of the widest range 
of stakeholders. It requires us to attend to the ways design artifacts reflexively 
design us. If we consider algorithms as design artifacts of the platforms, then 
there is a need to consider the impact of algorithmic communication on humans. 
The platform companies can think of adding a human element and focus on 
building trust that would make workers feel less like machines (Möhlmann and 
Henfridsson, 2019). For instance, women drivers working for hybrid taxi models 
spoke fondly of their human supervisors during my fieldwork:

They have that patience, that care, they care also…If it is an 
emergency, I can’t help it out, they arrange it very fast. Aarti 
does all this Superman work. Vandana madam is also very 
understanding. That is the thing, she understands us. (Kala, 
47, female driver with Taxshe, Bangalore)

5. Data Privacy and Sharing: Quality of Advocacy

There is a dichotomy between how data is used by the platform companies and 
how it is shared or made available to the platform drivers. For instance, Uber 
Privacy Notice (2021) states that it collects the location data of the driver and 
delivery person “when the Uber app is running in the foreground (app open and 
on-screen) or background (app open but not on-screen) of their mobile device.” 
Drivers always have an option to go to the settings of a smartphone and disable 
the location services, but this needs to be enabled every time they want to go on 
duty. This basically means the platform has access to drivers’ location almost 
all the time, even when they are off duty. In fact, besides the location data, Uber 
also has access to the payment transaction information, usage and preference 
information, device information, call and text data, log information such as IP 
addresses, and it allows audio or video recordings of the trips in certain countries 
(currently not operational in India).

However, one of the drivers revealed how the platforms allegedly erase the 
drivers’ data whenever they land in trouble making this profession potentially 
‘dangerous’ for drivers, especially women:
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It is dangerous because many incidents have taken 
place where customers snatch the car. Murders have also 
happened. And the company does not even take any action 
against them…And when you go there to complain then they 
erase their data – “this man was not even driving with us”. 
They erase the data…And such incidents haven’t happened 
just once or twice. So, it is even more dangerous for female 
drivers. (Rashid Khan)

In this case, the drivers can request a copy of their personal data from the ride-
hailing platforms, Arvind Sinha elaborates:

In almost all the countries (at least it is definitely there in 
the UK), there is this law that a customer can demand all 
the data the company is storing about you and he can also 
ask them to delete all the data that they have on him but 
the company can still retain the data for a certain amount 
of time or like a month or two for fraud checks – like you 
will commit fraud and then you will ask them to delete your 
data, so there is some minimum amount of time like a month 
or two the company will keep the data depending on the 
systems and the type of data and the type of city and the 
type of transactions that they were dealing with. But no, this 
does not happen [erasing of the data completely]. I do not 
think that this happens – I have not heard anything about it 
that the data becomes completely erased. I mean there are 
records everywhere so it will be very, very tough. I mean 
because everyone would know, right, because there are so 
many micro servers and each micro server stores the data, 
so it is not just that there is one push button, and all the data 
will get deleted.

But the drivers are either not aware of this or do not have the necessary means to 
request their data (or get turned away when they request their data as mentioned 
by driver Rashid Khan earlier). These scenarios indicate power and information 
asymmetry (Woodcock and Graham, 2020) even over user (driver) data that 
perpetuates harmful and regressive labor practices in the digital platform economy. 
Bardzell’s quality of advocacy involves reflecting on how the technologies that 
one creates can bring about political emancipation and not perpetuate the status 



124

quo, leading to detrimental and asymmetrical structures. For example, collecting 
user data including location, forms the premise of location-based platforms, but 
the platforms should be designed in a way that the users should have the freedom 
to not use a particular technology (Taylor, 2017) or to turn off some of the features 
they do not want to share with the companies, and which are not directly relevant 
to the platforms. Moreover, the asymmetry can be rectified if the workers have 
easier access to their data and are allowed to share any monetary benefit arising 
directly or indirectly out of the data collection (ibid).

6. Bathroom Breaks and Safety Features: Quality of Pluralism

When asked if the algorithms can adjust the route for the drivers, especially for 
women, if they need to use the restroom, Deepak Sharma, a senior platform 
executive said:

They always have the option not to accept the ride if there is 
a need to use the washroom. The customers cannot wait if the 
driver stops the car for a restroom break and at the same time, 
who will pay for the waiting time?

To this, female driver Malini Tyagi responded that men do not need bathrooms in 
India [as they are known to urinate in public]. However, women lose the business/
rides if they try to log off from duty and then look around for toilets, especially 
safer and clean ones. She explained further that even the passengers, including 
women, are not willing to wait if a driver wants to use the restroom.

Further, cab drivers described how ‘lack of safety’ and ‘failure to act’ make it 
problematic for them to sustain in the ride-hailing sector. All of them shared that 
they received robotic responses from the customer support executives when they 
reported unfortunate incidents or misbehavior of the passengers. Maya Sharma, 
32, female driver with over 9 years of driving experience, said:

I had a customer fully drunk and started to misbehave…
No action was taken except their promise to talk to the 
customer about it… “We will look into the matter and discuss 
internally”. Whenever we spoke to the customer care, they 
said we are registering a complaint and we will forward it to 
the right person.
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She eventually joined a women-led taxi company after her failure to make 
the mainstream ride-hailing platforms to improve the safety features and act 
immediately in case of emergencies.

Both the platform representatives Pramod Kumar and Jagdish Chauhan indicated 
that the platform companies do not think exclusively for women drivers due to 
their extremely low representation in this sector. Pramod Kumar said:

There is no separate policy for female drivers. We haven’t 
given it a thought as we are just platform providers and help 
in lead generation…Women drivers look good on our PR 
[Public Relation] campaigns, we take pride in communicating 
to the public that we provide employment to women.

However, this continued ignorance is alienating the women drivers. Maya 
remarked, “When you have thousands of men drivers working for you and out 
of them 20-25 female drivers are there. Can’t you do anything for those female 
drivers? You must do something for their safety.”

Former SDE Arvind Sinha suggests a couple of ways to improve safety for 
women drivers:
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So, first of all is that have a proper seat. If you see, they 
[women drivers] are vulnerable from their backs – from a 
passenger sitting behind, so have a kind of a shield which 
surrounds the driver properly. And second is, you can have 
cameras in your cab which will record the whole journey and 
it will keep the recording for a month or two and then it will 
delete it in case there is no need or if there has not been any 
request for the recording by any party. Third is, matching 
only highest rated passengers to the female drivers, so this 
means that the person has been decent in his behavior. I mean 
there can be separate ratings for passengers – like drivers can 
also rate passengers – he was decent, he was calm, he did not 
get angry when I was late or when my car broke down. So, 
we can match good or decent and high rated passengers to 
female drivers so there is a less chance of a maniac getting 
tagged along. Fourth is, not to give them [female drivers] a 
ride, which either starts or ends in a shady area. Maybe, you 
can also do some kind of a rating of areas [the shady and the 
safe areas]. You can either enter them manually or you can 
also have feedback system, which involves taking feedback 
from the drivers.

Recently, Indian food delivery app Swiggy made provisions for both male and 
female delivery partners to be able to refuse deliveries if they consider an area to 
be unsafe without having to compromise on their incentives (Shah, 2021). The 
same blog opinionated that restricting late hours for female delivery partners is 
not inclusive and hence they are working on improving their security processes.

Bardzell recommends integrating the quality of pluralism in the design that 
can take into account the marginal user. Here, an inclusive design would mean 
considering the viewpoint of marginalized women drivers and making provisions 
for bathroom breaks or adjusting the algorithms accordingly. Further, besides 
enabling quick responses in the time of crisis, the action taken by the platforms 
should also be communicated to the drivers as this was seen as a major cause of 
dissatisfaction amongst women drivers. In Bardzell’s words, “Pluralist designs 
are likely to be more human-centered than universalizing designs simply because 
“human” is too rich, too diverse, and too complex a category to bear a universal 
solution” (p. 1306).
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Conclusion

The feminist lens in this chapter has helped to identify the entrenched 
discrimination, exploitation, and information and power asymmetry in the 
platform economy. It has centered the marginalized workers, especially 
women, for designing an inclusive framework that would not amplify 
precarity; rather, commit to equity, diversity, identity, empowerment, and 
social justice to improve lives. The empirical studies (such as Khatoon et 
al., n.d.; Lee et al., 2015; Raval & Dourish, 2016; Rosenblat & Stark, 2016) 
confirmed the results giving rise to the six-point feminist design framework. 
A general trend was observed where the platform representatives and the 
platform drivers were at the opposite end of the spectrum indicating the 
obvious tension in the ride-hailing sector. Further, one of the platform 
representatives did not consider driving to be an appropriate profession for 
women and suggested alternate ways of earning money. Another platform 
representative got surprised when asked about introducing separate policies 
for women drivers and said that the women drivers are only necessary 
for their PR [Public Relation] campaigns. Platforms need to ensure that 
the policies and algorithms are designed to enable workers and not just 
be optimized for creating network effects and customer satisfaction. 
Ultimately, a feminist design, which centers workers’ pressures, stress, and 
concerns, is required in the platform economy. Programmers could create a 
more empowering pathway for women workers, who are at an intersection 
of exploitation and oppression. Platforms need to see the extension of 
worker’s satisfaction as that of customer gratification given these two 
realms reinforce one another. This would also change the attitudes of the 
passengers, who need to see platform drivers as human drivers, facing 
challenges at work, like everyone else.
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Conclusion
In this study, I examined the design of location-based digital labor platforms in 
context to marginalized workers, especially women. The research contributes to 
the emerging discussions on the Future of Work and technological advancement 
by bringing in a Global South perspective and taking India as the primary 
case. I look at how the labor platforms, on one side, enable wide opportunities 
for workers to earn a living, but on the other side, reinforce precarity, gender 
inequality and power asymmetry in the unregulated platform economy. For 
critically analyzing the design, opportunities, and challenges in the platform 
economy, I made use of various feminist approaches and suggest possible ways 
to mitigate the issues of platform labor. Presently, there is a dearth of studies on 
the ride-hailing sector that place focus on women as transport providers in India. 
This dissertation offers insights that could help in decolonizing this subject by 
including this underrepresented group and context in the scholarship of platform 
work and the gig economy

I look at how the digital labor platforms are currently designed from the perspective 
of marginalized workers, especially women, and what are the recommendations 
for a worker-friendly and gender-inclusive improvement. I break down the 
dissertation into four parts – 1) platformized labor, automation, and design values 
in the Global South context; 2) work opportunities, precarity, and gender-based 
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concerns in context to location-based digital labor platforms in India; 3) design of 
gender-inclusive ride-hailing sector foregrounding marginalized women drivers 
and women-focused taxi initiatives; and 4) technological design of mainstream 
ride-hailing platforms centering platform representatives and drivers in India.

Chapter 1 lays the theoretical foundation on the Future of Work, automation 
and displacement, platform labor, values in platform design and builds the case 
to focus on the Global South context. Chapter 2 extends this theoretically and 
applies feminist approaches to the architectural and algorithmic design of the 
digital labor platforms within the Indian context. It discusses the labor precarity 
and brings forth gendered issues in the platform economy by examining previous 
empirical studies. Thereafter, Chapter 3 carries out qualitative interviews and 
analyzes documents related to the government policies, platform companies, 
civic and development reports and other documents mentioned by relevant 
stakeholders. This chapter focusses on the overall structural design (from 
outreach, mobilization, recruitment, training to facilitating access, infrastructure 
and building sustainability) of the ride-hailing platforms and centers the 
marginalized women-taxi drivers and women-focused taxi initiatives. Chapter 4 
builds on qualitative interviews with the platform representatives and drivers to 
understand the perceptions and practices as well as the underlying biases within 
the interfaces of the mainstream ride-hailing platforms. This chapter applies the 
feminist framework by Bardzell (2010) to critically assess opportunities, harms, 
and threats for women workers in the ride-hailing economy. Overall, I investigated 
my thesis questions by engaging various stakeholders in the platform economy 
while centering the women worker’s experiences, perceptions, and values on 
what constitutes as decent and fair work. These Chapters result in challenging 
certain normative concepts through a decolonial and feminist lens.

In the following sections, I discuss certain normative concepts and elaborate 
upon what I call “decolonial interventions”, then I explain the dilemmas and 
reflections of the crucial elements of this thesis. I finally elaborate on the scope 
for future research and conclude by laying out the recommendations for 
societal impact.

Decolonial interventions and rethinking the normative

The terms ‘decolonial’, ‘decolonization’ and ‘decoloniality’ encompass a 
multitude of definitions and interpretations and are frequently contested by 
various academic scholars (see Bhambra, 2018). Broadly, ‘decolonization’ can 
be understood in its territorial and structural sense – the first is “achieved by 
the dissolution of colonial relations” and the second “seeks to undo colonial 
mechanisms of power, economics, language, culture and thinking that shapes 
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contemporary life: interrogating the provenance and legitimacy of dominant 
forms of knowledge, values, norms and assumptions” (Mohamed et al., 2020, p. 
664).

Decolonial scholars argue that the knowledge produced in the West has been 
considered as the norm for many centuries, however, this knowledge cannot be 
considered as superior or universal. They call for interrogating, undoing, and 
rethinking the knowledge production, power relations, and privileged positions. 
In this sense, Fanon (1986) recommends taking active action rather than follow 
or react to modernization and coloniality. Quijano (2000) believes that power 
continues to be aligned around the colonial axis, which allows the dominant 
groups in the world to construct narratives. He also acknowledges that women of 
color remain stereotyped and are considered inferior. The idea of ‘coloniality of 
power’ perpetuated by Quijano (2000) is framed by Taylor (2014) in the form of 
four interlocking ambits of social structural and cultural practices that establish 
Eurocentric and Global North hegemony: labor encompassing structural practices 
of capitalism and exploitation of dispossessed masses by the upper class; sex 
and sexuality where masculinity is superior and heterosexuality seem privileged; 
subjectivity linked to practices of Eurocentric white racism; and state authority 
concerning transnational fortifications.

In sum, decolonization “purports to offer alternative ways of thinking about 
the world” (Bhambra, 2018, p. 2) where labor, gender, subjectivity, and state 
authority are rethought by separating ourselves from the normative lens of the 
Global North, capitalism, Westernism, male superiority, and Eurocentrism, 
and also where the knowledge flow from South to North is not considered as 
“marginal error” but is viewed as an improvement to the existing models (Arora 
and Chowdhury, 2021, p. 6).

In this dissertation, I decolonize certain normative concepts and notions by 
problematizing and interrogating the below critical areas and then offering 
interventions.

Is the informal economy a secondary economy?

As discussed in this dissertation, more than 50% (latest figure amounting to around 
60% as per the IMF) of the global work force operates in the informal set up (i.e., 
informal economy, informal sector, informal employment, part-time jobs). As 
compared to the Global North, this ‘informal economy’ is more widespread and 
pervasive in the Global South as 93% of world’s informal employment is in these 
countries (ILO, 2018). Thus, it makes us question the ‘formal economy’ and the 
‘Global North’ as normative concepts.
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The advent of digital labor platforms across the world has further amplified the 
importance of examining informal employment as we witness in the previous 
chapters on how workers in the Global South are increasingly becoming dependent 
on the platform work for their primary source of income, contrary to the Global 
North where workers pick up gigs for supplementary income (Galperin & 
Randolph, 2019). Thus, framing informal employment as a secondary economic 
activity from the normative lens of the Global North undermines its pervasiveness 
and neglects the challenges it brings. With adequate policy measures, the thriving 
economic activities of the informal sector can be formalized to ensure the 
bargaining power of the workers for better work conditions while sustaining its 
flexibility given the labor flux in the digital era.

There is a need to go beyond the informal and formal binary and ensure proper 
registration of unorganized workers, introduce simplified tax systems, provide 
access to finance and credit, enable social protection, and labor laws for workers. 
The Indian government recognized the need for creating a centralized database 
in 2022 called “eShram.” This platform enables the registering of unorganized 
workers that would provide social security benefits in the future and necessary 
assistance to them in emergency situations. As of end December 2022, the eShram 
portal saw a registration of over 28.5 crore (285 million) unorganised workers. 
(ET Now Digital, 2023).

In this context, decolonizing the notion of the informal economy as a “side-
economy”, “gig work,” or “marginal” demands reframing it as the global 
norm. This effort helps to bring the global precarious workforce at the centre. 
In the case of digital labor platforms, the current incentive model proves to be 
more regressive and harmful for an average Global South worker who ends up 
spending long hours on the road for financial sustenance. In other words, we need 
to recognize that platform work is increasingly becoming the primary work for 
workers in the Global South, and needs recognition, rights, and enforcements to 
foster dignified work.

Does Global North (or Western) technology hold standards of universal 
applicability?

The Global South scholars argue that the technology which is designed in the 
Global North seldom addresses historical or economical injustices and in fact, 
it can reinforce societal biases (Gwagwa et al., 2022). The researchers in this 
domain are concerned that the technology is designed by people who would have 
rarely experienced power cuts, internet shutdowns, and poor transport links. 
“Technology designed out of context may fail to take local resources, social 
norms and cultural context into account (Arun, 2019, p. 4). These arguments 
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were also reflected in my empirical investigation, as most of the women-focused 
taxi initiatives have not been able to technologically advance themselves or build 
algorithm-driven apps due to lack of financial and social capital.

Further, women drivers working with these platforms are more comfortable 
driving on fixed routes and interacting with a human supervisor after gradually 
forming ‘trust’, and hence the current algorithm-driven apps are not conducive for 
them. In fact, one of the women drivers who worked with an Indian mainstream 
app-driven platform expressed her disappointment as the panic buttons were 
only present for the riders and not the drivers initially. Her remark about the 
platforms not being designed thinking that there would be women drivers, and 
they would need an SOS button, sums up the case for why we need to co-create 
platform designs with the workers and other vulnerable stakeholders that are 
most impacted by these systems.

In context of other digital labor platforms, I find that the assignment of work is 
often gendered as women are compelled to take up highly stigmatized, underpaid, 
and trivialized work such as beauty services, massage services, and professional 
care work (Ticona & Mateescu, 2018; Chaudhary, 2020). Moreover, due to 
lack of availability of end-to-end transportation facilities in the Global South 
countries, and the dependency of the task assignment on the clients’ availability 
and timings, women are not able to take up many gigs due to odd hours and safety 
reasons (Hunt et al., 2019).

The media articles examined as part of this thesis also bring forward religious 
tensions and caste discrimination issues. Workers from a different religion can 
face discrimination from the customer’s end while delivering the food. In fact, 
this has become a repeated practice in India where customers are mentioning 
the following in the delivery instructions, “…And please select hindu [Hindu] 
delivery person. All Ratings will be based on this” (Abraham, 2022, para 8). 
Additionally, it is more difficult for a Dalit Muslim [considered as a lower caste 
in India] woman to get trained and work as a taxi driver as people from these 
communities are expected to take up manual scavenging or toilet cleaning jobs 
(Chugh, 2016). These examples indicate how Western-inspired technological 
platforms fail to consider localized forms of discrimination.

Moreover, Jobin et al. (2019) point out the “under-representation of geographic 
areas such as Africa, South and Central America and Central Asia” (p. 396) in their 
review of the global landscape of AI ethics guidelines debate. The researchers 
observe a power imbalance where “more economically developed countries are 
shaping this debate more than others, which raises concerns about neglecting 
local knowledge, cultural pluralism and the demands of global fairness” (Jobin 
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et al., 2019, p. 396). It is worth pointing out that after several decades, Seattle 
and California have recently recognized caste-based discrimination in housing, 
education, and the tech sector in the US. Seattle has added caste to city’s anti-
discrimination laws and has become the first city to pass such a law outside South 
Asia, and California has introduced a bill for the same this year (Bharath, 2023a, 
2023b).

African scholars argue that Western tech ignores the local languages, especially 
the nuances of the language, which can hinder access to crucial information 
and communication, cause failure to identify dangerous misinformation, and 
ultimately deprive them of fully realizing the benefits of the global tech economy 
(Associated Press, 2021). In simpler terms, digital platforms and devices still 
do not recognize the non-English names and surnames even after years of their 
existence. Virtual assistants such as Amazon Alexa, Apple’s Siri, and Google 
Maps voice navigation are unable to correctly pronounce the streets, restaurants, 
and cities of India.

The research community is also witnessing tensions around ‘data colonization’ 
– a capitalistic exploitation of data mainly carried out by Northern corporations 
paralleling the colonial resource extraction in the past (Couldry and Mejias, 2019; 
Kwet, 2019; Mohamed et al., 2020) and “data localization as a decolonizing 
initiative alongside the rise of data nationalism” (Arora and Chowdhury, 2021 p. 
5). While these seem to be appropriate solutions at the outset, they bring unique 
sets of issues in the form of enforcing patriarchal values in data governance, 
commodification of citizens, and counter universal values and rights (Arora and 
Chowdhury, 2021; Arun, 2019; Daskal and Sherman, 2020).

Therefore, through this dissertation, I argue for decolonizing technology 
(including data, artificial intelligence, algorithms) in ways that considers wider 
socio-political and cultural contexts, We need to take into account personal, social, 
national values, and understand the geographical, historical and intersectional 
dynamics while attending to power structures and imbalances.

How can we make intersectionality part of the ‘default’ design?

From CPR mannequins and spacesuits to car crash dummies and smartphones, the 
world and technology is built around an average ‘male’ (see Perez, 2019; Prasad, 
2019). In fact, Perez (2019) explains how even the car seats are not designed for 
women drivers as women are on average shorter, tend to sit further forward, and 
sit more uptight to see the road ahead clearly. A similar concern was raised by 
one of my interview participants from Azad Foundation, who is now researching 
on how the bus drivers’ seats are not designed for women drivers, restricting their 
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participation as transport providers. My research also reveals issues related to the 
ride-hailing platform design, which rarely considers women as potential drivers.

The design of the ride-hailing platforms remains conditional for women mainly 
in four areas – 1) Women are less likely to own a smartphone in Global South 
countries and even when they do, male members of their families often control 
and surveil their communication; 2) Banks do not provide loans without collateral 
or fixed monthly income, and the platform economy does not operate on a fixed 
salary model. In addition, reports indicate that either most women do not apply for 
loans or banks do not grant credit equitably to them (Klapper and Arora, 2022); 
3) Even when some of the women drivers manage to purchase heavy assets such 
as a car (with the help of government schemes and subsidies), male members of 
their family often use it for themselves; and 4) Societal18 and infrastructural19 
limitations restrict women’s ability to carry out external work as per their own 
will, largely due to the disproportionate amount of care responsibilities, and fear 
of safety, especially while working at night. Further, the collected data reveals 
that women drivers prefer driving on familiar routes, are more comfortable 
ferrying women passengers and children, and they establish trust through human 
connection. However, the current technological and algorithmic centric model 
of the mainstream ride-hailing platforms do not center the lived experiences of 
these women.

“Male centeredness—technological, scientific, legal—has resulted in widespread 
voids in public understanding of women’s lives” (Chemaly, 2016, para 9). These 
experiences are more complicated when it involves women from the marginalized 
sections of the society. The intersectional feminist framework deployed in 
this dissertation, thus, emphasizes on thinking about “how power, oppression, 
resistance, privilege, penalties, benefits, and harms are systematically distributed” 
(Costanza-Chock, 2018, p. 532). In this sense, I argue for considering the lived 
experiences and knowledge of women that could inform a just and equitable 
design. Second, we need to value the pluralization of differences where narratives 
of women situated in marginalized Global South countries could be different from 
an economically advanced Global North. A decolonial and intersectional feminist 
design framework engages with coloniality and decoloniality, and provides a 
space for the voices and experiences of historically and traditionally silenced 
‘othered’ women (Manning, 2021).

18 Some groups of the Indian society are highly excluded and suffer from intersecting disadvantages 
on the basis of their culture, race, tradition, religion and cultural practices as exemplified by 
India’s caste system. Social exclusion combined with patriarchal norms complicate the situation 
for women drivers.

19 Limited access to education leading to financial illiteracy as well as inability to understand the 
contracts; insufficient public toilets; unsafe transport to and from work.
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How can we decolonize academic curricula by including the Global South?

One of the main challenges of my research has been to include the Global South 
perspectives as part of mainstream academic research. However, for almost a 
year, the Chapter 3 of this dissertation was unable to find reviewers who would be 
interested or willing to evaluate an Indian-based study. In fact, the first journal I 
approached rejected the manuscript as they could not find a second reviewer even 
after trying for months. The second journal took almost seven months to find 
two reviewers for the same manuscript. This experience drew my attention to the 
dearth of scholars engaged or interested in knowledge from and about the Global 
South. In context to media and communication research, Willems (2014) writes, 
“postcolonial scholars have referred to a much longer history of Orientalism in 
Western knowledge production, which has often depicted “the East” as inferior 
Other” (p.8). He further explains that these practices point towards ‘European 
colonialism’ and ‘epistemological ethnocentrism’ indicating how the Global 
North treats the Global South knowledge as scientifically mediocre. Moreover, 
the researchers from the Global North are often not even aware of studies from 
the Global South, partly because the volume of such work is seemingly low due 
to the below-mentioned factors.

An extensive research by Demeter (2020) into the inequality of academic 
knowledge production highlights the following four points in relation to the 
under-representation of the Global South – 1) The major academic spaces such 
as journals, periodicals, conferences, and scholarly associations are mostly 
concentrated in central countries such as the United States and the United 
Kingdom; 2) The percentage of Global South authors in top-tier periodicals of 
social sciences is less than 1% and in fact, some of these journals have no content 
related to the Global South; 3) Empirical studies under the communication and 
media studies discipline tend to reject non-Western topics, especially the research 
carried out with non-quantitative social science methods; 4) Language acts as an 
impediment for non-English researchers as leading journals publish content in 
English language and expect Anglo-Saxon rhetoric and writing skills. Further, 
the gatekeepers (editors/board members/reviewers) of knowledge assessment are 
embedded in Global North institutions and trained to prioritize themes/topics/and 
contexts that are relevant to their circles of scholarship and practice.

Further, Global South scholars are expected to explain the nuances of their 
geographical region including the political and cultural dynamics of their countries 
during academic conferences, whereas studies with US as the geographical focus 
are more than often considered as the norm. Consequently, I was compelled 
to add ‘India’ in the title of Chapter 2, whereas American researchers seldom 
mention their region in the titles implying the supposed universality of their 



136

studies. However, at the same time, I do acknowledge my privileged position of 
being associated with a Global North university, which often helped me to receive 
responses from my prospective interview candidates. This was evident to me as 
many of them replied to my email questioning if I am based in the Netherlands.

Thus, apart from the enforcement of Western discourses and practices, the 
coloniality of knowledge production builds a vicious circle for those in the 
Global South – they must become a part of the Global North to be able to gain 
recognition, but that itself is a contradiction in terms. All these factors lead to a 
domino effect on the academic curriculum, which eventually leads to few research 
and studies from the Global South. Hence, there should be more efforts to include 
the knowledge produced in and by the Global South.

Other dilemmas and reflections

Complexities of the term ‘Global South’

As I have argued in this dissertation, the technological advancements marked by the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution are dramatically and drastically changing the world 
of work. But the opportunities, challenges, and recommendations posed by these 
advancements are mostly discussed from the Global North perspective as these 
countries are more “technologically advanced” and “lead the global production of 
research” (Albrieu, 2021, p. 8). In this scenario, it becomes important to include 
narratives from the Global South especially for the diversification of experiences 
in the global debate. However, when we talk about including the standpoints of 
the ‘Global South’, we need to acknowledge that the term ‘Global South’ itself 
is engulfed by many complexities. The term ‘Global South’ is a critical response 
to historically used terms like ‘Third World’ and ‘Developing Countries’ that are 
now considered derogatory as they imply a hierarchy and linear progress to that 
which is the “First World” and “Developed.”

The Global South term proposes a more neutral framing to the geo-politics 
and reorganizing of the global relationships primarily after the First World War 
based on socioeconomics, regional situatedness, and colonial legacies (Arun, 
2019; Willems, 2014). The “Global South” broadly represents the economically, 
socially, politically, and historically marginalized countries of the world, which 
are bound by their shared experiences of colonialism. The use of the word ‘South’ 
appears to emerge after the Brandt Commission draws a distinction between “the 
comparatively large human population that lives in relative poverty in the South, 
compared to the smaller and more affluent population of the North” (STWR, 
2006, para 11). It advocated for a transfer of aid from the North to the South and 
move away from the negative undertones of the prior stigmatized terms.
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However, this relatively new-found term ‘Global South’ is not free from its own 
set of issues. Some scholars argue that the ‘Global South’ cannot be considered 
a homogenous category due to the different levels of stratification within the 
‘Global South’, owing to different experiences of colonialism alongside the 
variations of history, culture, and future expectations. Even the “South-South co-
operation is far from simple as powerful Southern societies like China, India, 
Brazil and South Africa compete with each other for power” (Arun, 2019, p. 6). 
For instance, these countries, especially China, are often criticized for reinforcing 
the global imperialist power dynamics at a local level, or in the Global East. 
Moreover, over the years, some scholars have redefined the term ‘South’ in a 
metaphorical sense to depict human suffering and resistance to capitalism and 
colonialism (Santos De Sousa, 2016). Thus, this term can be expanded to include 
spaces of the Global North that are traditionally oppressed and exploited such as 
the black or the immigrant communities of the West (Sajed, 2020).

Considering these emancipatory and analytical definitions, it becomes challenging 
for any study focusing on the ‘Global South’ to decide whose voice to include 
and whose to exclude. The above conceptual definitions discount the fact that 
countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin Africa, the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA), and Asia20 have been unable to fully realize the benefits of technology 
and transform the innovations into higher growth rates and better jobs (Albrieu, 
2021), putting the people residing in these countries at a collective disadvantage. It 
also undermines the fact that there are several ‘Souths’ existing in the traditionally 
marginalized countries such as the above-mentioned. For instance, refugees in the 
economically, technologically, and infrastructurally developed US would perhaps 
have to face less challenges than the refugees that migrate to India or Pakistan.

This dissertation, thus, suggests moving forward by foregrounding the doubly 
marginalized population of the world. As witnessed in the above chapters, the 
low-income women workers in a historically marginalized country like India, can 
offer a feminist approach to Southern studies by situating their lived experiences 
at the center for policymaking and redesigning the platforms. The transferability 
of this obtained knowledge could vary depending on the localized contexts. 
For instance, the argument pertaining to the documentation of migrant women 
(from rural to urban cities) in Chapter 3 is relevant for the refugees all around the 
world. Similarly, if caste and religion are blazing issues in India, race and color 
discrimination are the burning truths of the US. In sum, the complexities of the 
various ‘Souths’ residing within the ‘Global South’ can offer insights into the 
‘Souths’ of the Global North as well.

20 China has contested the United States’ position as the world’s largest economy many times, but 
it still identifies itself as a part of the Global South.
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The entanglement of trust, anonymity, and discrimination in the online sphere
The inextricable relations of trust, anonymity, and discrimination in the 
digital platform economy presents a complex challenge that requires careful 
consideration of various trade-offs. Trust forms a central element to the success 
of digital platform companies like Airbnb and Uber, as they rely on people’s 
willingness to trust strangers to build a community of users. For this purpose, 
revealing personal information such as names and photographs become essential 
as they facilitate trust-building between customers and workers. In 2013, when 
Airbnb announced verified identification of users, Brian Chesky, co-founder and 
CEO of Airbnb said, “access is built on trust, and trust is built on transparency” 
(Airbnb, 2013, para 2). However, the flip side of this transparency is making 
people susceptible to discriminatory practices as evident from the earlier example 
of a customer refusing to be served by a delivery person of a different religion 
and caste.

Schoenbaum (2016) attributes this to the private nature of the platform economy 
making it more vulnerable to identity preferences as compared to the traditional 
economy where discriminatory practices are constrained due to the publicness 
of such transactions. For instance, people are more likely to adhere to social 
norms and anti-discriminatory policies in the presence of others versus when 
they are sitting in front of their private computers, are at home, or using personal 
smartphones. In this scenario, introducing a veil of anonymity could be one of the 
solutions that can protect workers from discrimination based on characteristics 
such as gender or race, but it can also lead to dehumanization and make it difficult 
for customers to trust the workers in the first place. During the data collection for 
this dissertation, it was brought to light how one of the passengers told a woman 
cab driver that he would have cancelled the cab if he knew a woman would 
be driving it. Such incidents highlight how anonymity can further complicate 
the situation for platform workers who would have to face gender or religious 
discrimination later in the process, if not initially.

Challenges with anonymity are also discussed in context to other spheres such as 
social media platforms. User anonymity has been held responsible for enabling 
indecent and uncivil discourse in online interactions. There are several instances 
of online harassment, trolling, misleading and negative discourse including fake 
narratives and news. However, any efforts to purge this anonymity is seen as 
“setting the stage for governments and dominant institutions to even more freely 
employ surveillance tools to monitor citizens, suppress free speech and shape 
social debate” (Rainie et al., 2017, p. 4). Thus, to defend free speech and prevent 
opinion polarization, researchers call for rethinking and redefining anonymity in 
relation to digital tools.
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There are also discourses around anonymity and pseudonymity in context to Non-
Fungible Tokens (NFTs) and cryptocurrencies where anonymity means rendering 
oneself completely unidentifiable and pseudonymity means not disclosing your 
real identity. Both enable protection from traditional labels and parameters such 
as name, gender, age, etc. and help to avoid discrimination and evade “cancel 
culture” by an online mob. However, apart from the constant threat of scamming, 
fraud, and other nefarious activities, another flip side here as well is the difficulty 
of encoding of trust in a world that is largely anonymous. To combat this, Weyl 
et al. (2022) have proposed non-transferable Soulbound Tokens (SBTs)21 in 2022 
that represent a person’s identity and reputation using the blockchain technology. 
They do not recommend separating identity to protect abuse online here, but 
rather suggest establishment and attestation of provenance and reputation by 
other related souls in the community.

This runs parallel with how review and rating systems have come to establish 
trust on digital labor platforms. Currently, enabling greater transparency and 
building stronger online reputation systems with reviews are widely suggested to 
circumvent discrimination. A field study conducted by Cui et al. (2020) indicates 
that discrimination largely occurs due to incomplete information, as people 
start relying on race as a signal in the absence of other relevant information 
about the person. Thus, the researchers suggest building credible and easy-to-
use online reputation systems that foster more transparency. However, this 
could be an interesting area for future research that can examine the feasibility 
of amalgamating anonymity, pseudonymity or deidentification with credible 
review systems in context to digital labor platforms, social media platforms, and 
cryptocurrencies.

Negotiating dignity and privacy with digital surveillance

The ethical implications of surveillance in the context of blue-collar work, 
particularly regarding issues of dignity, privacy, and data protection, are 
multifaceted and complex. The use of surveillance technologies to monitor 
workers can be perceived as an invasion of their privacy and a violation of their 
dignity. As discussed in this dissertation, ‘partner’ agreements are generally 
ambiguous in nature, which means workers may not fully understand how their 
data is being used or for how long, and they may not have much recourse if 
they feel that their privacy rights are being violated. Some platforms like Uber 
collect the user data (such as location) if the app is running in the background (as 

21  People can have multiple Souls representing their educational credentials, employment history, 
writings, and works of art. These SBTs can be self-certified and also attested by other associated 
counterparties to these relationships such as the individuals, companies, or institutions (Weyl et 
al., 2022).
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discussed in Chapter 4), and other platforms like Zomato nudge the riders with 
calls and messages about losing payment incentives if they log off from their apps 
(Hindustan Times, 2021). This level of control over workers’ phones and data 
raises concerns about ubiquitous and oftentimes non-consensual surveillance 
systems and practices. Workers may feel pressured to work longer hours or in 
situations that are not safe or convenient for them, and they may not have much 
control over how their data is used or shared.

Moreover, some of these platforms such as Zomato in India, store, process, 
and use worker information for any purpose the platform may deem fit while 
adhering to the applicable law (Zomato T&C, n.d.). These platforms may benefit 
commercially from this pervasive digital surveillance and commercialization of 
workers’ privacy and data, without sharing the benefits or profits arising out of it. 
Further, in the absence of specific laws on personal data protection in countries 
like India22, the platforms do not even obtain workers’ consent and views before 
processing data. However, after the introduction of EU General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR) in Europe, Zomato (which currently operates in the European 
country Portugal) allows several rights to the users such as rights to information, 
access, erasure, rectification, restriction of processing, data portability, and object 
(opt-out) to processing for European Union users. In India, the Digital Personal 
Data Protection Bill 2022 will be tabled in the Indian Parliament later this year 
and thus, we are yet to witness the changes in the privacy laws post this. Future 
research in this area can investigate the extent to which privacy laws reform these 
spaces and examine the unintended consequences at the ground for workers.

The issue at hand is not solely the infringement of workers’ privacy. It is also the 
growing objectification and quantification of people that is facilitated by digital 
monitoring technologies. These technologies can reduce workers to mere data 
points, devoid of their unique skills and abilities, thereby causing them to feel 
objectified. The continuous GPS tracking and algorithmic-induced monitoring 
are increasing the technostress of workers and impacting their psychological 
well-being in the ride-hailing sector. These mental health issues cross sectors. 
For instance, the constant surveillance causes havoc in the lives of sanitation 
workers in India, who are compelled to wear GPS enabled smartwatches during 
work hours. These watches have “a sim card, a GPS tracker, a camera for sending 
pictures as proof of attendance and a microphone. Elsewhere in the cities, the 
workers appear as green dots on a screen at the municipal corporation’s HQ” 
(Hafiz, 2023, para 4). In this case, some women workers have expressed fear to 

22 The Digital Personal Data Protection Bill will be introduced later this year in India (see Bhan, 
2023). Currently, there is limited data protection under the Information Technology Act, 2000 
and Information Technology (Reasonable Security Practices and Procedures and Sensitive 
Personal Data or Information) Rules, 2011.
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use the washrooms even after reaching home as they are afraid of the cameras 
snooping on them (ibid). The use of surveillance technologies on sanitation 
workers is a particularly contentious issue due to the historical discrimination 
and stigmatization associated with this profession. However, post the COVID-19 
pandemic, a growing trend of monitoring systems has been witnessed in “white 
collar” workplaces as well. As per a recent news article, Tesla workers in New 
York reported that the company tracks their keystrokes to ensure they are active 
throughout the day and as a result, workers are avoiding taking bathroom breaks 
(Kay and Bhaimiya, 2023). On the flip side, a number of tactics among workers 
have risen to game the system (as discussed in Chapter 4). However, this could 
be a David and Goliath situation as it puts the onus on the workers to work with 
these systems.

Therefore, it is imperative that surveillance technologies employed are 
proportionate and respectful of the privacy and dignity of workers. Furthermore, 
alternative approaches to ensuring worker safety and preventing [employee] theft 
that do not rely on surveillance technologies should be explored.

Universalism vs Pluralism

One of the key arguments of this dissertation is the need for pluralist designs that 
foreground cultural and gender differences rather than focusing on universalistic 
designs imported from the West. However, it is important to acknowledge and 
address that pluralism tends to create segregation and segmentation. For instance, 
gender segregation is a cultural practice in a country like Saudi Arabia, which 
also manifests in their home architecture, public places, and universities. Until 
2018, women were banned from driving cars and when the ban was eventually 
lifted, Uber came up with a ‘women rider preference’ option for women drivers. 
According to a report by IFC (2020), women drivers initially opted for women 
riders but over the period of time, they became comfortable as drivers and started 
serving both men and women passengers.

This example shows the tensions in implementing the universalistic idea of 
common transportation for both men and women in countries with different 
socio-cultural norms. While there are inherent criticisms associated with the 
gender segregated transport such as the increased division and separation 
between men and women, premium pricing, lack of supply and/or demand, along 
with the expectation that women travel only in segregated carriages, it cannot be 
undermined that this segmented pluralistic model based on cultural differences 
can help in enabling more women to become transport providers in the short term.
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In another scenario, African scholars argue for localizing AI ethical principles as 
they may not be relevant in the African context. They stress the need to include 
Africa’s Ubuntu ethics in the global AI ethics discourse and make technology 
“more reflective of the value of life or communion and communal relationships, 
which are characterized by identification with others and exhibition of solidarity 
with them” (Gwagwa et al., 2022, p. 5). In a similar discourse, Islamic scholars 
study how Islamic ethical principles can help in informing the path of AI 
in Muslim-majority countries. According to them, if AI is designed using the 
Islamic yardstick, falah (or spiritual success), it will not ask maleficent questions 
like choosing between running over a pedestrian or crashing the car (Ahuja, 
2021). They urge the world to keep Muslims at the centre rather than imposing 
the technological advancements upon them. Ultimately, every community has 
different social, religious, and cultural values that co-shape technology.

In this context, universalism and pluralism seem irreconcilable. However, 
philosophers like Martha Nussbaum argue that it is possible to combine these 
as “a universal account of human justice need not be insensitive to the variety 
of traditions or a mere projection of narrow Western values onto groups with 
different concerns” (Nussbaum, 1999, p. 8). She insists on implementing the 
universal values while respecting the diversity of culture, traditions, and religions 
and acknowledging the changing nature of these elements. In more concrete terms, 
she suggests creating a universal value or capabilities list and letting different 
democracies interpret and implement the list as per their specific environments 
(Nussbaum, 2000). Therefore, future research in this area can identify the list of 
the universalistic values, analyse the scope of transferability of these values, and 
define these areas more tangibly.

Carrying out activist research

Hale (2001) describes activist research as the one that helps in recognizing root 
causes of inequality, violence, and oppression and is carried out with those who 
are directly affected to transform their situation. Similarly, my research has tried 
to identify the causes behind inequality and oppression in the platform economy. 
It has also identified areas of power and information asymmetry by collaborating 
with the various stakeholders. In fact, some of the stakeholders interviewed 
attended the workshops organized as part of the FemLab.Co project–an IDRC 
funded initiative where I am the research lead in the ride-hailing sector. Our 
recommendations are built through an iterative process of sharing insights with 
stakeholders and incorporating their feedback. Further, the informal relationship 
with a few representatives of the mainstream ride-hailing platforms helped to 
uncover the deeper gendered challenges. For instance, in some companies, women 
drivers are used as a marketing strategy, while some of their representatives 
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continue to believe that driving cabs are not a suitable profession for women and 
that they should take on more ‘womanly jobs’.

The research also made me aware about the power dynamics between the 
researcher and the research subjects and especially how they vary in different 
contexts (Speed, 2006). For instance, I felt an unequal power relation when I 
interviewed the platform drivers versus when I interacted with the platform 
representatives and the founders and directors of the taxi companies. Somehow, 
this contrast of power relations contingent on the stakeholder helped me to be 
sensitive towards the needs of the platform drivers.

In the same vein, Fine and Vanderslice (1992) elaborate on the embedded biases in 
the qualitative activist research and mentions that it “begins with the assumption 
that all social research is drenched in biases, and that these biases seep into 
our work whether out of knowledge or ignorance, insidership or outsidership, 
centrality or marginality, passion or disregard” (p. 202). However, rather than 
denying or confirming, we should be clear about our “original perspectives” and 
should be able to differentiate it with the obtained or gathered knowledge. Here, 
as a woman in India, I am aware of the stereotypes and prejudices my gender 
must deal with. For instance, it was not something new to me when women 
drivers shared anecdotes of passengers not trusting their driving skills. I have 
shared the same reality. But I also welcomed the viewpoints, which were different 
from the ones I hold. My economically privileged and liberal familial position 
made me believe that all women drivers must be willing to buy their own cars. 
I realized through these interviews with the drivers their realities of how often 
male members of their family would snatch the acquired cars, explaining why 
these women drivers preferred not to purchase cars. In this context, I tried my 
best to make this interaction open to scrutiny rather than trying to conform to my 
opinion of what is right for the community.

Culture of fear

Furedi (2018) in his book titled, ‘Culture of Fear Revisited’ describes how fear 
has become a cultural idiom that resonates with people’s day-to-day experiences 
and reality. He mentions how we have become less confident to take risks and 
are worried about potential harm. During my research, I witnessed this culture 
of fear being cultivated and perpetuated by the corporates in their employees. 
The platform representatives I interviewed were visibly afraid to comment on 
the platform policies, reflected through their notable pauses and silences. Even 
though the software development engineers I interacted with had elaborate ideas 
on improving the design for making it more worker and women-friendly, they 
hesitated to communicate the same to the top management.
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The fear was also evident when the platform representatives requested anonymity 
for their interviewees and some of them demanded a copy of the articles or 
manuscripts before publishing. On the contrary, platform drivers were found to 
be more open towards sharing their ideas, opinions, and experiences. This could 
also be because they are independent or contractual workers and not the actual 
employees of any organization. In both these cases, I realized that the researcher 
must spend a considerable amount of time to establish trust and connection with 
the research participant. During the initial phase of my data collection, several 
people were turning down interview requests. However, I overcame their fear by 
first carrying out exploratory interactions and divulging details about myself and 
my research project and then asking specific questions.

This fear can also be interpreted as the protection of corporate or personal interest 
by the employees. It would help future researchers if corporates were more open 
to collaboration and discussing ideas rather than restricting their employees and 
creating a culture of silence and hesitation. Even if it is unintended, limiting 
the exchange of information and ideas can lead to a tunnel vision mentality and 
dampen employee innovation at the workplace.

Theoretical and empirical contributions

The theoretical and empirical contributions of this dissertation are intertwined. 
I have examined the literature, empirical studies, documents, and qualitative 
interviews using the feminist design theories as witnessed in the earlier sections. 
Thereafter, I advanced these theories by converting them into concrete examples 
and suggestions with respect to location-based digital labor platforms. In Chapters 
2-4, I extend feminist HCI design principles stated by Bardzell (2010), namely 
pluralism, participation, advocacy, ecology, embodiment, and self-disclosure, 
into structural or architectural and technological or algorithmic redesign of the 
platforms.

In Chapter 3, I propose a five-point feminist framework for the ride-hailing sector 
by including the voices of marginalized women taxi drivers and women-focused 
taxi initiatives. Through this framework, I add a feminist dimension to the existing 
Fairwork Principles (Graham et al., 2020). The feminist themes are as follows: 
Appropriate gendered framing and positionality; Outreach, mobilization, 
and characterizing target population; Broadening access; Gender-sensitive 
sustainability; and Fairness in data management and design. These could be 
further explored in context to other location-based platforms such as delivery and 
household services. In Chapters 2 and 4, I broaden the definitions of Bardzell’s 
six Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) design principles or qualities to include 
the overall technological design of the digital labor platforms.
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For instance, the quality of embodiment can now be used to assess whether the rating 
systems are an ideal representation of workers’ performance as it now includes 
workers’ emotional state, physical characteristics, and religious practices. These 
definitions or framework can be further utilized in analyzing other sectors, such 
as web-based platforms (Upwork and Amazon MTurk) and even various social 
media platforms (Facebook and Twitter). For instance, quality of self-disclosure 
can contribute to users’ understanding of how they are being computed by the 
system. So, it is worth analyzing how these cloud-based platforms can become 
more transparent and disclose the algorithmic functioning and allocation of the 
tasks to the workers or freelancers – why and how certain workers are placed on 
the top of the list and on what basis they are downgraded. Similarly, the quality of 
ecology requires us to attend to the ways design artifacts reflexively design us. In 
this context, it is important to examine the design of social media platforms such 
as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. For instance, what are the ramifications 
of posting personal and private content on these sites and how is this content 
designing or affecting us? What considerations does it have in context to gender, 
social class, and other social categories. The questions and policies related to 
digital safety, data and privacy could also be investigated here.

I have also advanced the theoretical definition of the stakeholder approach 
by adding the feminist lens and suggested foregrounding and centering the 
marginalized groups, which is conceptually explained as “shadows of context” 
(Eskerod & Larsen, 2018, p.1). Focusing on the perspectives and lived experiences 
of the marginalized stakeholder groups can bring shadow conceptual information 
to visibility. This could be cultural stigma, discrimination, and preconceived 
stereotypes. The marginal groups help in bringing the knowledge to the fore from 
both worlds – the known and the unknown.

Further, empirically, this dissertation has helped to put the specific gender-based 
examples from the Indian ride-hailing sector on the global map and discussion 
around the Future of Work. It has also shown how the women drivers are treated 
as commodities for image building and Public Relations campaigns. It has 
revealed how the drivers in India are even afraid to ask about the functioning of 
the algorithms and are unaware of the privacy laws, contrary to many of the cab 
drivers in the Global North who have launched legal bids for the same (Booth, 
2020).

Overall, the dissertation compels research scholars, policymakers, and designers 
to consider the lived experiences of the workers from the Global South when 
discussing and designing platforms. New technology will continue to be biased 
and discriminatory if the structural changes are not made and sustained through 
continued auditing frameworks, if the datasets continue to have inadequate 
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gender representation, and if workers and their concerns are not made a part of 
the design process. This thesis has shown that the feminist approach to the design 
of location-based digital labor platforms can help in unpacking the labor concerns 
and suggest a way forward.

  Recommendations

  For platforms and designers
•	 Drafting legal contracts in simple and local language considering 

many women workers have limited access to education.
•	 Affording power to the workers to collectivize and identifying the 

social platforms where women are more comfortable.
•	 Encouraging community-building culture rather than being 

individualism-oriented. Social incentives could be given by the 
platforms to those drivers who pick up rides when an assigned driver 
is unable to reach the destination instead of penalizing them.

•	 Bettering the workers’ compensation and including the cost of their 
time incurred while looking for work.

•	 Ensuring social security benefits without passing the cost of this fund 
allocation to the workers.

•	 Organizing gender-sensitization workshops for workers to become 
more acceptable towards women counterparts, especially in the ride-
hailing sector.

•	 Platform companies can appropriately frame and positioning women 
drivers through their branding.

•	 Developing an understanding of the target group and its characteristics. 
This need assessment would help in building appropriate training 
programmes.

•	 Platforms need to integrate and define ‘agency’ in terms of ‘flexibility’ 
and ‘choice’ afforded to workers.

•	 Platforms and technological designers need to involve workers in the 
design process irrespective of their background, status, and lack of 
technical skills.

•	 Designers should develop non-discriminatory designs that does not 
differentiate between gender, color, caste, religion, ethnicity, or other 
human features, unless it is targeted at a specific group.

•	 They should also consider various parameters and cultural contexts 
when designing different location-based platforms.

•	 Incorporating a fixed salary or income model as part of the platform 
design. This would include developing algorithms that ensure 
workers’ accountability, quality control, incentives, and feedback 
from the customers.
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•	 Considering the situation of marginalized women drivers and making 
provisions for toilet breaks.

•	 Enabling quick response and action by the platforms whenever a 
driver hit SOS or panic button. Besides this, the action taken by the 
platforms after any unfavorable incident should also be communicated 
to the drivers.

•	 Rating systems should be revisited and redesigned:
•	 Take into account both the drivers and the passengers emotional state 

or distress.
o Include mandatory qualitative ratings that could be analyzed 

by using Natural language processing (NLP).
o Analyze the behavior of customers by developing algorithms 

that study the kind of ratings they usually give.
o Disclosing all the relevant information about the ride that 

would facilitate drivers’ agency to accept or reject a ride.
•	 Drivers should be made aware about their right to privacy and right to 

data.

  For policymakers and civil society organizations

•	 Building gender-sensitive infrastructure, which requires collective 
change from the government and the community side. This includes 
enabling adequate hygienic and safer public toilets; comfortable 
resting stations and social spaces; and functional creches.

•	 Feminist funding support from the government, corporates, 
entrepreneurs, innovators, and investors. This means supporting more 
women entrepreneurs and women-centric business models.

•	 Government and non-profit organizations should support the 
documentation of migrant and marginalized women. The process 
should be faster to enable more women obtain driving licenses.

•	 Addressing the gender digital divide and increasing women’s 
ownership of technology by introducing government schemes 
involving free distribution of smartphones.

•	 Government can encourage collaboration between corporates and 
NGOs for increasing the participation of women in the platform 
economy and enabling them with means of sustenance.
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appendix
Table I: Details of the interviewees (Chapter 3)

Female Taxi Drivers

Pseudonyms Age Marital Status 
and children

Education Platform ‘employment’ 
history

Cities

Malini Tyagi 35 Married with 
1 son

BBA Ola, Uber Mumbai

Maya Sharma 32 Married with 
1 son

10th Ola, Uber, Sakha Cabs, 
Taxshe, Meru

Delhi NCR

Sunita Mishra 47 Widowed with 
2 daughters

BSc Taxshe Bangalore

Madhuri 43 Married with 2 
daughters

10th Kudumbashree Trivandrum, 
Kerala

Founders and Directors of Women-Focused Taxi Initiatives (Popular Group)

Names Designation Organisation Brief about the 
Organisation

Cities

Susieben Shah Founder, 
Politician and 
Social Activist

Priyadarshini 
Taxi

Women-for-all cabs; 
hybrid model where 
bookings take place 
through a call centre, 
however, GPS 
enabled cabs 

Mumbai

Sushil Shroff Director COO Taxshe For-women-by-
women cabs; 
hybrid model 
where bookings are 
made via website, 
however, GPS 
enabled cabs

Bangalore and 
Delhi NCR

Founders of Women-Focused Taxi Initiatives (Closed/ Shut-Down Group)

Names Designation Organisation Brief about the 
Organisation

Cities

Shailja Mittal Founder Koala Kabs For-women-by-
women cabs; app-
based bookings

Delhi NCR
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Representative from Women-Focused Taxi Initiative (Re-launched and Govt Supported 
Group)
Names Designation Organisation Brief about the 

Organisation
Cities

Deepthi A S Project Associate The Gender 
Park

An initiative of 
the Government 
of Kerala to work 
towards gender 
equality and 
empowerment in 
the state. She Taxi 
is their flagship 
programme.

Kerala

Representative from NGO and Support Group

Names Designation Organisation Brief about the 
Organisation

Cities

Amrita Gupta Programme 
Director - 
Research, 
Advocacy, and 
Communications 
and National co-
ordinator of the 
Non-Traditional 
Livelihoods

Azad 
Foundation

NGO/ Professional 
Feminist 
Organisation that 
equip resource-
poor women 
with knowledge 
and skills. Sakha 
Cabs is their sister 
organisation.

Delhi, Jaipur, 
Kolkata, Chennai 
(Partnership 
model in Indore, 
Ahmadabad, 
Bangalore, 
Lucknow, 
Bhubaneswar)

Representative from Policy Research and Think Tank Group

Names Designation Organisation Brief about the 
Organisation

Cities

Researchers Researchers Ola Mobility 
Institute 
(OMI)

Policy research and 
social innovation 
think tank, focused 
on mobility 
innovation and 
public good

Delhi
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Table II: A sampling of documents (Chapter 3)

S.No. Organization Document 
type

Brief description of document selected

1 Azad Foundation 
(and Sakha Cabs)

Website http://azadfoundation.com/about-us/our-vision-
mission/ 
(last accessed in August 2021)

Annual 
Reports

From the Financial Year 2012-13 to 2020-21

Media 
articles 
related to 
‘Women 
on Wheels’ 
and ‘Sakha 
Cabs’

Delhi’s No.1 ladies’ taxi company.  
BBC, 14 February 2013

Indian women fight for their right to work. 
Financial Times, 29 October 2018

Look, there’s a lady at the wheel!  
The Hindu Business Line, 8 March 2019

After conquering many odds, ‘gulabi gang’ to 
drive through male bastion.  
The Time of India, 20 February 2019
Aamir Khan takes Sakha Taxi from Delhi airport 
towards his hotel.  
Firstpost Hindi, 24 October 2018

Case Studies IIM Ahmedabad - Sakha Cabs. 

 Working Paper: Women on Wheels in New 
Delhi, India: Empowering Women Through an 
Innovative Training and Employment Program, 
Baruah, 2018

2 Ola Mobility 
Institute

Website https://ola.institute/ 
(Last accessed in August 2021)

Research 
Reports/ 
Publications

Women in the platform economy: Breaking 
Barriers and Driving Inclusive Growth. 
September 2021, Report by OLA Mobility 
Institute in collaboration with Children’s 
Investment Fund Foundation

 White Paper: Asset Ownership in the Indian 
Economy: Contesting Traditional Conceptions 
July 2021, OMI
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S.No. Organization Document 
type

Brief description of document selected

2
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ola Mobility 
Institute
 

 What to women and girls want from urban 
mobility systems? 
March 2019, a study by OMI

 Issue Brief: Reimagining social protection in the 
21th century: Operationalising the code on social 
security 2020 
February 2021, OMI

 Issue Brief: Women in the driving seat: Studying 
the interplay between gender and asset ownership 
in the platform economy 
March 2021, OMI

Media 
articles

Opinion: From vulnerability to empowerment: 
how women are driving change through 
unconventional occupations. 
30 April 2019, OMI, Originally published at 
https://yourstory.com

 Opinion: Safety net: Social security for Indian 
workders 
23 November 2020, OMI, Originally published at 
https://www.fortuneindia.com/opinion/safety-net-
socialsecurity-for-indian-workers/104836

 Redesigning urban spaces women 
25 November 2020, Hindustan Times

 Urban India’s mobility challenges need solution 
rooted in data, evidence 
9 April 2019, OMI, Originally published at www.
financialexpress.com.

Blog (In-
Depth blog 
series by 
OMI + 
Today I 
Learnt (TIL) 
weekly 
series by 
OMI)

Road to Data-based Mobility Governance  
12 August 2020, In-Depth blog series by OMI

 Women are bad drivers-or are they? 
11 March 2021, TIL weekly series by OMI
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S.No. Organization Document 
type

Brief description of document selected

3 The Gender Park 
(She Taxi)

Website https://genderpark.gov.in/vision-mission/ and Our 
initiative (https://genderpark.gov.in/ourinitiatives/
shetaxi/) 
(last accessed in august 2021)

Media 
articles

After ‘She-Taxi’, Kerala now plans all-women 
‘She-Bus’ 
28 September 2021, India News, The Indian 
Express.

 App may help draw in more customers for She 
Taxi service 
15 November 2017, The Times of India

 24x7 women-only cab service in Kerala: An 
unfolding success story 
27 May 2014, Deccan Chronicle

 Kerala’s She Taxi scores good revenues 
15 May 2014, Business Standard News

 Kerala’s ‘She-Taxi’ bags award for innovation in 
public policy 
4 February 2016, The News Minute

4 Priyadarshini Taxi Website About us - Founder  
Abour us - Philosophy  
 https://www.priyadarshinitaxi.com/philosophy.
php 
(last accessed in August 2021)

Media 
articles

Women power’ drives first prepaid fleet cab 
service at domestic airport. 
6 March 2012, The Times of India

 Lady express 
by Susie-Shah - entrepreneur, published by 
timesgroup

 ‘Of women, for women, by women’ 
Another addition to the exclusive ladiesclub 
of Mumbaikars, ‘ladies special’ cabs driven by 
women chauffeurs 
By Eva Pavithran, India.net
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S.No. Organization Document 
type

Brief description of document selected

5 Koala Kabs  No website

Media 
articles

Apps Like Uber, Ola Make Driving a Flexible 
Profession. Why Can’t More Women Tap Into It? 
23 February 2021, The Swaddle

 From delivery girls to cab drivers, gender 
diversity’s spreading 
6 January 2020, Auto News, ET Auto

 Problems that women drivers face in Delhi 
26 September 2021, BW Businessworld

 Starting a cab service for children with two cars, 
she made Rs 1 crore revenue in second year 
9 August 2019, The Weekend Leader

 Women-run Koala Kabs plans to raise Rs 8 crore 
to fund expansion 
12 April 2019, Moneycontrol News

6 Taxshe (and Neeva 
Foundation)

Website Home - vision (https://www.taxshe.com/ 
(last accessed in August 2021)

Website https://www.neevafoundation.org/Driving-training

Media 
articles

Harassment cases push up demand for women-
driven cabs 
25 July 2018, Bengaluru News - Times of India

 Women fight sex abuse, inequality at the wheel 
27 May 2019, Deccan Herald

 Opinion: TaxShe: A Necessity, Not A Luxury 
The Red Elephant Foundation

Blog Taxshe: Creating safe spaces for women and 
children by empowering women to drive in India 
14 July 2021, by Heather Targosz (squarespace)

7 Others
 

Media 
articles

No commercial driving license needed for taxis, 
autos
19 April, 2018, The Hindu

 After ‘She Taxi’, now ‘Kudumbashree Travels’ 
23 Nov 2013, The New Indian Express

 Research 
Reports and 
Empirical 
Studies

Ghosh, Anweshaa and Ramachandran, Risha and 
Zaidi, Mubashira, Women Workers in the Gig 
Economy in India: An Exploratory Study (May 
1, 2021). Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/
abstract=3944205 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/
ssrn.3944205
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S.No. Organization Document 
type

Brief description of document selected

7  Rathi, A., & Tandon, A. (2021). Platforms, Power, 
& Politics: Perspectives from domestic & care 
work in India. https://cis-india.org/raw/platforms-
power-and-politics-pdf

 FOR WOMEN BY WOMEN: A STUDY ON 
TAXI SERVICE AGGREGATORS’ INITIATIVE 
TO EMPOWER WOMEN IN INDIA.
Source: Ilkogretim Online . 2021, Vol. 20 Issue 4, 
p2622-2628. 7p.
Author(s): TAMILSELVI, N.; PANDA, 
BANDITA K.

 Baruah, B. (2017). Women on Wheels: 
empowering women through an innovative 
training and employment programme. 
Development in Practice, 27(2), 181–195. https://
doi.org/10.1080/09614524.2017.1275527

  Interview Guide(s)

Questions for platforms/ platform representatives:

Theme: Basic Details
1. Please explain your model (do you only cater to women passengers?)
2. In which cities do you operate?

Theme: Recruitment and Training
3. Please explain the recruitment process for drivers.
4. Do you have any requirements set for eligibility?
5. Do you facilitate loans for buying cars? Are the women drivers willing 

to invest this much?
6. How do you train your drivers?

Theme: Benefits
7. Do all the women drivers have a salary account in their own name?
8. Do you provide any social security benefits?
9. Are the drivers considered partners or regular employees of the 

company?
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Theme: Safety
10. Is it compulsory for at least one passenger to be a woman to ensure the 

safety of the driver?
11. How do you deal with complaints of molestation or sexual harassment, 

if any?
12. Are the drivers required to share their numbers with the passengers?
13. What details of the passenger are shared with the drivers?
14. What details of the drivers are shared with the passengers?
15. What are the timings for women drivers?
16. Are there any incentives for driving in peak hours or during late night?
17. Are the drivers allowed to cancel bookings? Under what circumstances?
18. On what parameters are the drivers judged or rated by the passengers?
19. Do you have helplines for both drivers and passengers?

Theme: Technology and algorithms
20. Have you considered moving to app-based technology?
21. How do customers book your cab? (Why not apps)
22. Do you have a GPS installed in the smartphones of the drivers to track 

them?
23. If there is one, does it also indicate washrooms for the women drivers 

to use?

Theme: Governance and Support
24. What are the challenges faced by women-focused taxi services?
25. What do you think the government can do?
26. Are you allowed to park your cars outside the airport (since in some 

cities there are restrictions)
27. What are the other restrictions (disadvantages), if any, women-only 

taxi services face in comparison to the mainstream platforms?
28. What do you think the platforms can do?

Theme: Operations
29. Why have so many of them failed to survive?
30. How do you receive your funding?
31. Do you face competition from mainstream platforms? How do you 

deal with it?
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Additional customized questions for policy research and think tank group
1. Based on the surveys and interviews conducted by you, what are the 

main challenges faced by women cab drivers in India?
2. Can you share some anecdotes or examples where the women drivers 

felt particularly unsafe?
3. How can the government and the platforms ensure safety of women 

drivers?
4. Can the platforms integrate more safety features in cars or apps?
5. Can matching women drivers with women passengers (gender-

segregated transport system) increase women’s participation in the 
ride-hailing sector?

6. What all should be included in the training of women cab drivers? 
Which skills (soft skills, driving skills, technical skills, financial 
literacy, or others) need special attention in case of women?

7. What can the government or the platforms do to increase asset 
ownership and asset financing options for women cab drivers?

8. Based on your interaction with women drivers, do they have difficulty 
in using apps? If yes, what are the problem areas?

9. What is your opinion on the Code of Social Security, 2020? How can 
it benefit women workers?

10. What are the challenges faced by specifically women-only taxi services? 
What are the other restrictions (disadvantages), if any, women-only 
taxi services face in comparison to the mainstream platforms?

11. How can the ride-hailing sector be made more women friendly? 
Please recommend some policy changes that could be adopted by the 
platform providers and the government.

12. Anything else if you can share based on your experience in this sector.

Questions for women cab drivers (includes questions for Chapter 4)
Theme: Basic Details
1. Demographic details
2. When did you join this platform as a cab driver? Which all taxi 

companies have you worked with?
3. How did you hear about this platform?
4. Why did you join this company and not Ola/Uber for instance?
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Theme: Joining the platform
5. What motivated you to join the company as a cab driver?
6. How did you find out about this organisation and this role?
7. What was the process to join the company?
8. Were you given any form of training or orientation before joining?
9. How long were your working hours on an average?
10. Did you read the terms and conditions document?

Theme: Safety and Comfort
11. Did you find the app comfortable to use? Any recommendations? 

What about the emergency button for drivers?
12. Did the company ensure your safety as a driver?
13. Did you have a helpline?
14. Were you granted any social benefits by the company?
15. What were some of the struggles you faced at work?
16. Were you always able to find clean public toilets?
17. Did you face any discrimination or harsh treatment from the customers 

or the company?
18. Were you provided with any insurance or security benefits?
19. Is there anyone you know from the company who was given maternity 

benefits?

Theme: Finance
20. Was the car rented or bought?
21. If it was bought, was the cab bought in your own name?
22. How much was your average monthly income at the company?
23. Did you have your own salary account?
24. Would you prefer a fixed salary over per ride income?

Theme: Algorithmic control and surveillance
25. How many rides did you get in a day?
26. How does the driver app tracker work? What happens when you want 

to reject a ride or take a break?
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27. Did you face a situation that involved leaking of your personal data, 
privacy invasion or cyber crimes through the app or otherwise?

28. Do you get to see a customer’s profile in advance including the 
photograph?

29. How does the driver redressal process work especially in case of faulty 
apps?

30. On which parameters were you rated by the customers? Were you 
always satisfied with the rating? Feedback form

31. Could you express dissatisfaction with a customer rating?
32. Are the drivers allowed to cancel bookings? Under what circumstances?
33. Do you think an app dedicated for bookings would help you?

Theme: Response of people
34. While working with the company, did you also take care of all the 

chores at home?
35. What was your family’s reaction?
36. Were customers comfortable getting into the cab with a female driver? 

What was their reaction like?
37. What was the reaction of traffic constables on witnessing a woman 

driving a cab?
38. Were you more comfortable in the presence of women customers?
39. Were you connected with other cab drivers in the company, especially 

women drivers?

Theme: Suggestions and Recommendations
40. If given a chance, would you want to go back to being associated with 

a company as a cab driver again? (if she isn’t working for one already)
41. If given a chance to work with ola or uber, would you take it?
42. Would you recommend anyone to take up this profession?
43. What can ride-hailing platforms in general do to increase female 

participation in this sector?
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Table III: Details of the interviewees (Chapter 4)

Platform Drivers

Pseudonym Age Location Platform Driving experience 
with the platforms

Malini Tyagi 35 Mumbai Ola, Uber Former driver (7 
months) and former 
fleet owner

Maya Sharma 32 Delhi NCR Ola, Uber, Sakha 
Cabs, Taxshe, 
Meru

9 years (combined)

Hari Singh 26 Delhi NCR Ola, Uber 2 years

Rashid Khan 27 Delhi NCR Ola, Uber 7 years

Platform Representatives

Pseudonym Designation  
(Senior and middle level executives)

Platform

Pramod Kumar Senior Executive Popular ride-hailing platform

Rakesh Arora Senior Executive Popular ride-hailing platform

Deepak Sharma Senior Executive Popular ride-hailing platform

Jagdish Chauhan Former Senior Executive Popular ride-hailing platform

Ridhima Gupta Former Software Development Engineer Popular ride-hailing platform

Arvind Sinha Former Software Development Engineer Popular ride-hailing platform

Others

Name Designation Organisation

Uday Keith Former Senior AI Developer Wipro Limited
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Table IV: A sampling of documents (Chapter 4)

S.No. Document Type Brief description of document selected

1 Ola India Website About us - Full mission statement 
Privacy Policy 
Terms and Conditions 
Media Centre 
 
https://www.olacabs.com/ 
(Last accessed in September 2021)

2 Uber India Website About us - Full mission statement 
About us - Letter from the CEO 
Privacy Policy 
Terms and Conditions 
Uber India Newsroom 
Blogs 
 
https://www.uber.com/in/en/ 
(Last accessed in August 2021)

3 Media articles Uber, Ola drivers can work only 12 hours a day 
29 Nov, 2020, The Times of India
Uber to extend gender sensitisation drill to 100,000 driver 
partners 
8 March 2021, Mint
Uber to impart gender sensitisation to one lakh drivers by 
2021-end 
8 March 2021, The Hindustan Times
Uber in India looks to introduce 50,000 women drivers 
13 March 2015, Rushlane
To boost image, Uber partners with women drivers 
15 June 2015, The Times of India
From vulnerability to empowerment: how women are 
driving change through unconventional occupations 
30 April 2019, Your Story
Government issues new guidelines for Ola, Uber: Here is 
all you need to know 
27 Nov 2020, ZeeBiz
How cab drivers play the system to outwit Ola and Uber 
13 October 2016, Your Story
Uber drivers to launch legal bid to uncover app’s algorithm 
20 July 2020, The Guardian
How Uber Uses Psychological Tricks to Push Drivers’ 
Buttons 
2 April 2017, The New York Times
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S.No. Document Type Brief description of document selected

4 Policy Documents THE CODE ON SOCIAL SECURITY, 2020 
Ministry of Law and Justice, Govt. of India. https://labour.
gov.in/sites/default/files/SS_Code_Gazette.pdf
Motor Vehicle Aqereqators Guidelines-2020 
Ministry of Road Transport & Highways, Govt. of India 
https://morth.nic.in/sites/default/files/
notifications_document/Motor%20Vehicle%20
Aggregators27112020150046.pdf
Driving Toward Equality: Women, Ride-Hailing, and the 
Sharing Economy 
1 March 2018, International Finance Corporation 

5 Empirical Studies Gender-Segregated Transportation in Ride-Hailing: 
NAVIGATING THE DEBATE 
2020, International Finance Corporation 
India’s “uberwallah”: Profiling Uber drivers in the gig 
economy 
October 2019, ACM International Conference Proceeding 
Series
Are Ola and Uber Drivers Entrepreneurs or Exploited 
Workers 
2018, Economic and Political Weekly
The Platform Economy: A case study on Ola and Uber 
from the driver partners’ perspective 
2019, TISS Hyderabad
Women in the Platform Economy: Breaking Barriers and 
Driving Inclusive Growth 
2021, Ola Mobility Institute

  Interview Guide(s)

Questions for Software Development Engineers (SDEs) and platform 
executives

Biases in algorithms
- Do you believe that biases in algorithms can creep in?

Women-friendly
- How many women have you seen in coding?
- Do you think special consideration is given because women are 

underrepresented?
- Are the algorithms of the app designed in a way that allow women 

drivers to take rides requested by women, especially for late night 
rides? And how is it designed for women passengers?
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Rides
- How ride allocation works?
- What are the parameters on which the rides are assigned?
- Are shorter rides more beneficial than the longer ones?

Ratings
- How are the ratings of the drivers calculated and how transparent are 

they?
- How are the ratings of the passengers calculated?
- How do you ensure that there is transparency with drivers regarding the 

factors that affect their ratings?
- How do these ratings affect the drivers and the algorithm?
- Does the design of the algorithms allow the drivers to reject rides, if 

need be? And how does that affect them (are they penalised) and the 
algorithm?

- Acceptance rate?

Redressal
- How does the algorithm work after the driver has raised an issue?
- What are the consequences of low ratings for the passengers, especially 

on the algorithm?

Incentive
- How are the incentives decided?

Surveillance
- Can we reduce it?
- Can we integrate more human managers in the system?

Data Privacy
- Why the data cannot be shared?

Initial questions
1. Do you believe that there are biases in algorithms?
2. How women-friendly are the algorithms used on the app?
3. Are the algorithms designed in a way that makes multiple shorter rides 

more beneficial than a single long ride for the driver?
4. Do you have a feedback/resolution system which accounts for rejections 

and safeguards ratings?
5. How are the ratings of the drivers calculated and how transparent are 

they?
6. How are the ratings of the passengers calculated?
7. How do you ensure that there is transparency with drivers regarding the 

factors that affect their ratings?



183

8. How do these ratings affect the drivers and the algorithm?
9. Does the algorithm allot the rides based on the previous rides of the 

drivers to avoid overburdening?
10. Does the algorithm provide any social incentives to make driving easier 

for the drivers?
11. Do algorithms allow the drivers to reject rides, if need be? And how 

does that affect them (are they penalized) and the algorithm?
12. Are there any special circumstances under which the app recommends 

the drivers to reject the rides without any effect on the algorithm or 
getting penalized?

13. Are there any redressal systems in place or the drivers?
14. Are there any GPS systems installed in the app to track the drivers
15. Are the algorithms trained to adjust the routes based on the drivers’ 

needs to show them availability of amenities like restrooms?
16. Are the algorithms designed in a way that allows women drivers to take 

rides requested by women, especially for late night rides? And how are 
they designed for women passengers?

17. Do the algorithms require the drivers to share their personal details and 
vice versa?

18. What are the consequences of low ratings for the passengers, especially 
on the algorithm?

19. Does the app have its own helpline number for drivers and passengers?

Additional questions for mainstream platform representatives

- Do you have a separate policy for women drivers?
- Can the platforms match women drivers with women passengers?

o If yes, why is it not happening currently?
- What are the initiatives for female service partners?
- How is the app design different for semi-literate people?
- How are the platform workers trained?
- Do workers understand the terms and conditions?
- How do the algorithms function? How do they instill human values?
- How are the jobs allocated to different service partners?
- When are they penalized?
- How are the rewards calculated?
- Are there any different rewards for female workers?
- What do you think can be done differently for the female workers?
- There is often debate about categorizing them as employees, what is 

your opinion?
- What are your thoughts on the social security benefits and health 

insurance plans for workers?
- Should there be a minimum wage policy for platform workers?
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Questions for male cab drivers:

Demographic/ basic questions:

- Name
- Age
- Where (city/district) do you live?
- How long have you been an Ola/Uber driver for?

Location and ride-allocation

- How does ride allocation happen? Shorter rides, longer rides
- Which areas do you take rides from?

o Does Ola/Uber decide that these are the specific locations you 
can drive in or are you free to drive in the places you want to? 
When registering do you have to specify which locations you 
will be driving in?

o Are there pick up spots designated by the platform that you 
need to be in?

o Do you not see customers if you are not in those pick up spots?
	 (if no) Do you think you see more customers when you 

are in those pick up spots?
- Are there any areas you don’t want to ride in or where you don’t accept 

rides to?
- Have you cancelled rides after accepting them before?

o What reasons does Ola/Uber permit you to cancel rides for?
o How many times roughly do you cancel rides? For what 

reasons?
o Have you seen a change in your ratings after you cancel rides?
o Is there a maximum number of rides you can cancel in a 

specified period of time?
- Can you see other drivers near you via the app?
- Can the platform stop you from accepting rides? For what reasons? Has 

the platform ever stopped you from accepting a ride?
- 
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Ratings

- Do you know on what basis customers rate you?
- Do you ask customers to rate and review the rides after dropping them 

off? Do you think ratings are important?
o (if yes or no) Why?
o When you started as a driver partner and had no ratings or 

reviews, how many customers did you see on the app (if you 
chose the spots where you normally get many customers 
from and compare it to the past, during the first few days as a 
driver)? Do you think there has been a change in the number of 
customers you see since you started?

o Do you think that even with no ratings people will get just as 
many rides as drivers with no or low ratings?

o Apart from when customers give you a rating, does the 
company inform you of any other factors that affect your 
ratings?

Minimum Business Guarantee model
- Is there a minimum number of rides you need to do or a minimum 

amount of fare you need to get in a day or month to continue being a 
driver for Ola/Uber?

Constant tracking and surveillance
- Do you get bothered by constant surveillance? What all is tracked? 

Speed? Apps, phone?

Incentives
- On what basis do you get incentives? Are you satisfied with them?

Platforms
- Have you filed any complaints against the company/platform?

o Has that had any effect on your driving experience?
o Has any customer filed any complaints against you, unjustified 

or justified?
o Have the number of rides you see reduced after that even in 

areas where you would normally see more customers on your 
app?

- If you drive above the speed limit or run a red light does the app notify 
you that you have violated a traffic rule?

- Is there a panic button in the drivers’ app?
- How does the complaint redressal system work?
- What percentage does the platform deduct?
- Please explain the training process.
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Customers
- What types of customers do you normally see/get at (whichever time he 

normally drives at)?
o Where would you normally be at this time? Or do you not keep 

fixed locations to start with?
o Do you mostly see female or male customers at this time?
o Have you gotten customers of a different religion than yours 

before
	 Is this a common occurrence? Would you say that you 

see more or fewer customers of a different religion?
	

Breaks
- During peak hours do you get time to rest in the middle of or after 

rides?
- Are there times when you take a break when there are still many 

customers who want rides nearby?
	Does the app prompt you to take a ride through 

notifications or something else?
	How often do you get to take breaks?

o Do you have an option of telling the platform that you are 
taking a break, such as an offline mode button or DND button 
or anything of that sort?

o Do you get to take washroom breaks in the middle of a ride? 
(yes or no) Is that the company’s policy?

o 
Privacy

- Do you get to see the passenger’s name and photograph?
o If yes, does it happen before or after accepting the ride?

- Does the passenger get to view your phone number?
- Do you get to view passenger’s phone number?
- 

Women drivers
- Have you seen women as cab drivers on the road?
- Do you think the platforms are conducive for women drivers?
- Do you think a woman can drive for Ola or Uber?
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summary
This dissertation explores the design of location-based digital labor platforms 
and their impact on marginalized workers, particularly women, in the context 
of the Global South. It takes India as the case study, but the findings can have 
implications for other countries in the region and beyond. The study highlights 
how labor platforms offer opportunities for workers to earn a living, but at 
the same time, they can perpetuate or exacerbate gender inequality and power 
asymmetry in the unregulated platform economy.

The research draws on feminist approaches to critically analyze the design, 
opportunities, and challenges in the platform economy, and proposes possible 
ways to address the issues faced by platform workers. The study also addresses 
a gap in the existing literature by focusing on women as transport providers in 
the ride-hailing sector in India, offering empirical insights that can contribute to 
decolonizing this subject. Overall, this dissertation contributes to the ongoing 
discussions about the future of work and technological advancement, particularly 
in the context of the Global South. It highlights the need for more research and 
attention on the impact of labor platforms on marginalized workers, particularly 
women, and suggests ways to mitigate the negative consequences of platform 
labor.

The overarching research question that underpins this dissertation is: How 
are location-based platforms designed with respect to marginalized workers, 
especially Indian women? To respond to this question, four supporting research 
questions are set forth which are discussed in the below sub-sections.

The Global South perspective and decolonial ideology

The technological advancements marked by the Fourth Industrial Revolution 
are dramatically and drastically changing the world of work. However, the 
opportunities, challenges, and recommendations posed by these advancements 
are mostly discussed from the Global North perspective as these countries are 
more “technologically advanced” and “lead the global production of research” 
(Albrieu, 2021, p. 8). In this scenario, it becomes important to include narratives 
from the Global South especially for the diversification of experiences in the 
global debate. Chapter 1 examines three trends in this domain: automation 
and displacement, platformization of work, and values in platform design. The 
research question of Chapter 1 is: Why is it important to focus on platformized 
labor, automation, and values as part of the Future of Work in the Global South? 
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It provides a larger view of the technological innovation and its impact on the 
nature of work in the Global South by synthesizing and mapping theoretical and 
empirical studies. It contextualizes the existing informal work in the Global South 
and discusses the manifestation of this informality in the various kinds of digital 
labor platforms. Further, it evaluates and compares the various design approaches 
such as ‘Ethics by Design’, ‘Ethical Design’, ‘Values in Design’, ‘Responsible 
Design’, ‘Human-Centred Design’ and ‘Feminist by Design’. Gender differences 
and inequality is examined across all these areas to understand the position of 
women in the Global South context. Further, India is taken as a site of interest for 
developing value-based platforms that are participatory and inclusive in nature.

The reports examined as part of this Chapter indicate that a large number of 
people in the Global South are finding work through the digital labor platforms, 
but it is producing a category of a precarious class of workers. The location-
based platforms have low entry barriers and makes it feasible for low-skilled or 
unskilled workers to find work, but the policymaking is complex as each of these 
platforms have its own sets of challenges. There is an urgent need for revisiting 
and integrating decolonial values in the overall platform design partly due to 
an increase in the algorithmic management or automation of the managerial 
decisions. This requires us to build an understanding of the requirements of 
the peripheries of the world and advancing the technological platforms and 
the algorithmic management of the platforms accordingly. If we do not view 
the impact of new technologies in the localized context, then the Global North 
imaginaries will influence solution-finding abilities that may not align with the 
needs of the Global South. The technological solutions depend on social norms, 
preferences, and requirements. Thus, it is necessary to consider the actual social, 
economic, and biophysical circumstances of people and avoid a preconceived 
image of the South.

Further, existing studies raise questions about embedding human-dimension in 
machine-mediated interactions as well as the abilities of the machines to make 
moral, legal, and ethical decisions. These discussions form an important part 
of the Future of Work and viewing it from the perspective of the Global South 
becomes necessary for wider inclusivity. Regarding the design sensibility in 
Global South, it is argued that the path of AI and algorithms is generally informed 
by the Western nations. However, there is a strong need to create an inclusive tech 
that follows a decolonial and decentralized approach considering the margins 
or the peripheries of the world. For instance, Chapter 1 highlights examples 
where visual browsing or memorized sequences can be used in countries with 
lower literacy rate. Similarly, social, and religious tensions within the different 
countries should be considered, where certain people deny accepting an order of 
food from a delivery person of a different religion.
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Lastly, it was found that women are going to be worse affected due to these 
technological innovations and their transition into new roles that require 
upskilling or reskilling will be difficult due to long-established barriers and 
since the majority of their time is spent on unpaid care work. The technological 
disruption will worsen ethnic and gender imbalances (Balliester and Elsheikhi, 
2018). Hence, there is a need to closely investigate the gender-based concerns 
and develop gender-responsive policies.

Feminist approaches to platform design
Chapter 2 takes the discussion forward from Chapter 1 and examines the design 
of digital labor platforms in India by bringing in various theoretical and empirical 
studies related to platform labor, specifically in the Global South context. Hence, 
in this chapter, contemporary and socio-cultural and political understandings 
around low-income women workers in India are mapped and intersected with the 
global scholarship on the platform economy. A feminist approach to informality 
and platform labor is employed where it is established how women are structurally 
and socially more vulnerable to external shocks and hence often face double 
discrimination at work. In the Global South, informal work is a greater source 
of employment for women as compared to men (Vanek et al., 2014), which also 
means women are essentially at a higher risk of exploitation due to lack of formal 
contracts and security. The ‘informality’ in question is already embedded in the 
platform economy and hence ‘women’ become an important element that should 
take the center stage in the examination of the platform design. The research 
question of this Chapter is: What are the gender-based concerns, opportunities, 
and suggestions for workers in context to location-based digital labor platforms 
in India? And, how the existing precarity complicates the situation for platform 
workers, especially women? After examining the global and interdisciplinary and 
empirical based learnings, a feminist approach to design and development of the 
digital labor platforms is proposed with the help of Design Justice Intersectional 
Feminist Framework (Costanza-Chock, 2018) and Feminist HCI Design 
(Bardzell, 2010).

The results through mapping and investigating literature suggest that the promise 
of flexibility, autonomy, professionalism, skill training, links to financial capital, 
and more opportunities in the informal sector of the Global South are increasing 
the dependency of workers including women on the platform economy. However, 
this has resulted in the architectural challenges creating a surplus population 
of underemployed gig workers, where unilateral power is afforded to the 
platforms, and these platforms pass on the risks, cost of liability to the workers, 
without giving them any employee status or rights. Secondly, the algorithmic 
management controls all aspects of the job including work allocation, evaluating 
performance, and rewards and penalty. The workers interact with a machine 
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rather than humans, opportunities for feedback and negotiation are minimal, and 
they do not understand how these algorithms work due to lack of transparency 
and information asymmetry.

Inequality is seen as a pervasive feature of these platforms, whether it is gender-
based or race-based. The assignment of work on these platforms is often gendered 
(Chaudhary, 2020). Women are compelled to take up highly stigmatized, underpaid, 
and trivialized work and formalized care work professionally. While the platform 
economy thrives on the concept of ‘flexibility’, it remains a conditional choice 
for the workers, especially women. Due to lack of availability of end-to-end 
transportation facilities in the Global South countries, and the dependency of the 
task assignment on the clients’ availability and timings, women are not able to 
take up many gigs due to odd hours and safety reasons (Hunt et al., 2019). There 
are also studies that have reported gender pay gap in the platform economy (Cook 
et al., 2020). Further, the gender digital divide in Global South countries like 
India, restrict women’s ability to access the digital technologies at par with men.

A feminist approach to platform design would mean understanding and 
considering the needs of women workers, who are often at an intersection of 
exploitation and oppression. This chapter, thus, brings in various such cases and 
argue for examining the digital labor platforms while donning a feminist lens 
that could improve the overall working conditions in the platform economy. 
From a research perspective, women’s lived experiences can guide the scholars 
to uncover the deeper layers of precarious work, exploitation, power dynamics, 
gendered attitude and representation, flexibility, freedom, and choice.

Structural lessons from women-led initiatives
The existing studies in the ride-hailing sector focus on the driving experiences 
of male cab drivers and usually include mainstream platform companies such 
as Ola and Uber. Wherever there is a focus on gender discrimination, it is in the 
backdrop of the overall gig or on-demand economy (Hunt et al., 2019; Kasliwal, 
2020). Chapter 3 offers a unique perspective by using feminist approaches to 
empirically analyze the structural challenges from the point of view of otherwise 
neglected group of stakeholders such as founders and directors of women-led 
taxi initiatives, women cab drivers, and research and policy support groups. 
By placing the marginalized women cab drivers at the center (Bardzell, 2010; 
hooks, 1984), special vantage points are used that help in understanding both the 
perspectives – ‘female’ drivers in a male-dominated sector and the challenges 
of being a platform ‘driver’, which is considered as a blue-collar work in India 
meant for economically weaker class. The research question of this chapter is: 
What are the factors that go into the design and deployment of a gender-inclusive 
ride-hailing platform in India? The factors are broken down into two parts for 
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addressing this question – problematic areas and recommendations for dealing 
with these issues.

The results obtained through conducting in-depth qualitative interviews and 
analyzing documents related to the government policies, platform companies, 
organizations and the policies and references mentioned by the participant were 
developed into a five-point feminist framework, namely: Appropriate gendered 
framing and positionality; Outreach, mobilization, and characterizing target 
population; Broadening access; Gender-sensitive sustainability; and Fairness 
in data management and design. The respondents reported negative perception 
towards female cab drivers as they are usually termed as ‘cheap’, ‘available’, 
‘desperate’ and ‘untrustworthy’ in terms of their driving skills. On the contrary, 
women working in the traditionally women-dominated beauty segment earn 
respect as indicated in the recent studies related to the platform economy. Various 
NGOs like Azad Foundation try to mobilize women from the marginalized sections 
of the society and impart training, but they too face numerous hurdles – from lack 
of identification documents to lack of support from the family members. It is 
difficult for women to procure driving licenses as most of them do not even have 
address proofs or school leaving certificates, primarily because house contracts 
are in the names of men and girls are not encouraged to keep their educational 
documents safe due to lack of professional aspirations for them.

With such kind of environment, the respondents said that only imparting driving 
skills is not sufficient for women workers, they also require transformative 
training and upskilling. Here again, the one-day training programs offered by 
mainstream platform companies are sometimes even inadequate for male drivers. 
A lot of these companies have started short videos to help workers understand the 
functions of the driver apps, however, a deep understanding of the target group 
is still required. As per the gathered data, the target group usually comprises 
“women from financially weak segments, single mothers, burn victims, rape 
and abuse victims, college students, home makers.” The long-gendered issue 
of women being often relegated to the domestic sphere and hence a lack of 
confidence in terms of interacting with the public is another major concern for 
some women workers. Moreover, several interviewees emphasized the access for 
family support and sharing of the household responsibilities. At the same time, 
some of them acknowledged that how earning money through driving cabs have 
helped them fulfill their family needs and support the education of their children. 
Further, a lack of gender-sensitive infrastructure hinders the ability of women 
to be on the road due to lack of safe and hygienic washrooms, and absence of 
women-friendly comfort stations. Contrary to popular belief, women drivers 
preferred driving during the night, however, they expressed their concerns about 
safety where the platform companies were not found to be responsive. It was also 
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found that women are more comfortable driving on fixed routes and interacting 
with a human supervisor after gradually forming ‘trust’.

One of the major and common issues amongst the women-focused taxi initiatives 
is the lack of funding and scaling opportunities as investors are not inclined 
towards supporting women entrepreneurs and women drivers. The respondents 
highlighted concerns towards the asset-heavy model of the ride-hailing sector that 
requires the purchase of cars. However, it becomes complicated in four respects – 
1) Women are unable to retain the purchased cars due to male members snatching 
away them, 2) Banks do not lend loans without collateral or fixed income, and 
platform workers do not have a fixed salary, 3) Women-focused taxi services do 
not have sufficient funds to purchase cars in bulks or pay the Equated Monthly 
Installments (EMIs) for the borrowed loans, and 4) Government subsidy schemes 
are driven by red-tapism and takes almost two years to avail that it.

Ultimately, the five-point framework involving support from various stakeholders 
such as workers, workers’ families, platform providers, support groups, 
government, and policy makers, could serve as a conceptual design for inclusive 
labor reforms in the platform economy.

Need for a technological design overhaul

The technological design embedded through algorithmic management has 
changed the way with which workers interact with managers on digital labor 
platforms as pointed out in the earlier chapters. Chapter 2 analyzed the algorithm 
design in context to location-based platform using existing theoretical and 
empirical based studies. In Chapter 4, the technological design with a focus on the 
algorithms is examined by carrying out in-depth qualitative interviews with the 
different stakeholders of the ride-hailing sector. This Chapter helps in bringing 
nuanced perspective from the Global South by interacting with mainstream ride-
hailing platform managers and executives, software engineers, AI specialist, 
male drivers, and female drivers from India. It is also important to note that most 
women-focused taxi platforms do not employ AI-based technology due to their 
limited reach and resources. There is also a dearth of studies taking India as an 
example to discuss the technological design of the ride-hailing platforms with a 
focus on gender.

The research question is: What are the appropriate design approaches and 
practices for algorithmically managed ride-hailing platforms in India? This 
question is also addressed by breaking it down into parts – challenges faced by the 
drivers of the mainstream ride-hailing platforms and solutions to overcome them. 
Discussed as a part of feminist HCI design, Bardzell’s (2010) six principles or 
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qualities namely, pluralism, participation, advocacy, ecology, embodiment, and 
self-disclosure have been used to contextualize the obtained data and solutions. 
It is also supported by the cross-cultural feminist framework proposed by Arora 
and Chowdhury (2021) that propagates the ideas of diverse possibilities and 
cultural approaches while recentering those at the margin. One of the interviewed 
women drivers said, “When I was using it, the platform wasn’t made that there 
would be women drivers, and they would need an SOS button.” She expressed 
her disappointment as the panic buttons were only present for the riders and not 
the drivers initially. This example covers the primary essence of a feminist design 
– thinking from the perspective of women and the marginalized section can help 
design technology that can benefit all.

The interviews and studies indicated a gamification model in the ride-hailing 
sector that rewards incentives for staying on the road for longer hours and the 
marginalized drivers are compelled to do so due to relatively low earnings and the 
burden of repaying car loans. However, the accompanied physical fatigue and an 
additional burden of care responsibilities limit the participation of women drivers. 
The lack of transparency of the rating systems where the drivers do not get to 
see which customer has rated them low and why also add to the precarity of the 
workers. A woman driver shared how she was forced to end the trip abruptly when 
a passenger denied her washroom break. Moreover, the current rating mechanisms 
are not equipped to consider the drivers’ distress and customers’ mood and their 
supposed discriminatory behaviors. The information asymmetry and lack of 
transparency are another embedded component of the digital labor platforms. 
Drivers also said that they cannot see the passengers’ photographs at any given 
point and even the names are revealed only after accepting the ride. However, 
the passengers can view the drivers’ photographs and names immediately after 
the ride is allotted to them. This makes it difficult for women drivers to accept 
rides sometimes, as also evident in a study by Lee et al. (2015). One of the senior 
executives of a popular platform said, “The location of driver-partners is tracked 
every two-three second and if they deviate from their assigned destination, our 
system detects it immediately.” However, this constant tracking and surveillance 
increase the mental pressure and affect well-being of the drivers. Moreover, there 
is no clarity on how a driver can generate evidence when there is an actual GPS 
malfunction. One of the drivers revealed how the platforms allegedly erase the 
drivers’ data whenever they land in trouble making this profession potentially 
‘dangerous’ for drivers, especially women. This indicates how the sharing of 
the data is also a one-sided process in the ride-hailing sector, where platforms 
utilize the data obtained from the drivers to improve their systems but are not 
transparent about sharing it. Lastly, women drivers expressed unhappiness about 
the lack of provision to take toilet breaks as they lose out on business/rides if 
they continue looking for a safe and clean restroom. They also discussed about 
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receiving robotic responses from the platforms whenever they landed in unsafe or 
uncomfortable situations. The Chapter also acknowledges the limitations of deep 
machine learning tech and the fact that not everything can be fixed by fixing the 
algorithms. Some of the issues require government intervention and a change in 
the public mindset. However, taking into account workers’ ground realities and 
situations can help in generating a less hostile web environment for the drivers, 
especially women, of the ride-hailing platforms.

In conclusion, this dissertation aims to challenge certain normative concepts 
and offer decolonial interventions. For instance, it is incorrect to consider the 
formal economy as the primary economy when more than 60% of the global force 
operates in the informal set up. Similarly, technology inspired from the Global 
South, or the West may not hold standards of universal applicability as it fails to 
recognize the challenges of the marginalized population of the world. Further, 
gender diversity in the design process is essential as ‘male centeredness’ fails 
to understand the lives of women. Here, a decolonial and intersectional feminist 
design framework provides a space for the voices and experiences of marginalized 
communities to be heard and valued. These interventions eventually argue for the 
diversification of the academic curricula and urge for including more knowledge 
produced in and by the Global South.
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nederlandse samenvatting
Dit proefschrift onderzoekt het ontwerp van locatie-gebaseerde digitale 
arbeidsplatforms en hun impact op gemarginaliseerde werkers, met name 
vrouwen, in de context van het Mondiale Zuiden. Het onderzoek neemt India als 
casestudy, maar de bevindingen kunnen implicaties hebben voor andere landen in 
de regio en daarbuiten. De studie laat zien hoe arbeidsplatforms werkers kansen 
bieden om in hun levensonderhoud te voorzien, maar tegelijkertijd de ongelijkheid 
tussen mannen en vrouwen en de machtsasymmetrie in de ongereguleerde 
platformeconomie kunnen bestendigen of verergeren.

Het onderzoek maakt gebruik van feministische benaderingen om het ontwerp, 
de kansen en uitdagingen in de platformeconomie kritisch te analyseren, en stelt 
mogelijke manieren voor om de problemen waarmee platformwerkers worden 
geconfronteerd aan te pakken. Het onderzoek pakt ook een hiaat in de bestaande 
literatuur aan door zich te richten op vrouwen als transportaanbieders in de ride-
hailing sector in India, en biedt empirische inzichten die kunnen bijdragen aan het 
dekoloniseren van dit onderwerp. Over het geheel genomen draagt dit proefschrift 
bij aan de voortdurende discussies over de toekomst van werk en technologische 
vooruitgang, met name in de context van het Mondiale Zuiden. Het benadrukt de 
noodzaak van meer onderzoek en aandacht voor de impact van arbeidsplatforms 
op gemarginaliseerde werkers, met name vrouwen, en stelt manieren voor om de 
negatieve gevolgen van platformarbeid tegen te gaan.

De overkoepelende onderzoeksvraag die ten grondslag ligt aan dit proefschrift 
is: Hoe worden locatie-gebaseerde platforms ontworpen met betrekking tot 
gemarginaliseerde werkers, in het bijzonder Indiase vrouwen? Om deze vraag 
te beantwoorden, zijn vier ondersteunende onderzoeksvragen opgesteld die in de 
onderstaande secties worden behandeld.

Het perspectief van het Mondiale Zuiden en dekoloniale ideologie

De technologische vooruitgang in het kader van de Vierde Industriële Revolutie 
brengt drastische veranderingen voor de wereld van werk. De kansen, uitdagingen 
en aanbevelingen die deze vooruitgang met zich meebrengt, worden echter meestal 
besproken vanuit het perspectief van het Mondiale Noorden omdat deze landen 
“technologisch geavanceerder” zijn en “de wereldwijde productie van onderzoek 
leiden” (Albrieu, 2021, p. 8). In dit scenario wordt het belangrijk om verhalen uit 
het Mondiale Zuiden onder de aandacht te brengen, vooral ten behoeve van meer 
diverse ervaringen in het mondiale debat. Hoofdstuk 1 onderzoekt drie trends in dit 
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domein: automatisering en ontheemding, platformisering van werk, en waarden 
in het ontwerp van platforms. De onderzoeksvraag van hoofdstuk 1 luidt: Waarom 
is het belangrijk om te focussen op platformisering van arbeid, automatisering, 
en waarden als onderdeel van de toekomst van werk in het Mondiale Zuiden? Het 
geeft een breder beeld van de technologische innovatie en de impact daarvan op 
de aard van werk in het Mondiale Zuiden door theoretische en empirische studies 
te synthetiseren en in kaart te brengen. Het hoofdstuk beschrijft de context van 
informele arbeid in het Mondiale Zuiden en bediscussieerd hoe deze informaliteit 
tot uiting komt in de verschillende soorten digitale arbeidsplatforms. Verder 
evalueert en vergelijkt het hoofdstuk de verschillende ontwerpbenaderingen 
zoals ‘Ethics by Design’, ‘Ethical Design’, ‘Values in Design’, ‘Responsible 
Design’, ‘Human-Centred Design’ en ‘Feminist by Design’. Genderverschillen 
en ongelijkheid worden op al deze gebieden onderzocht om de positie van 
vrouwen in de context van het Mondiale Zuiden te begrijpen. Verder wordt India 
beschouwd als een interessante locatie voor het ontwikkelen van op waarden 
gebaseerde platforms die participatief en inclusief van aard zijn.

De rapporten die in het kader van dit hoofdstuk zijn onderzocht, geven aan 
dat een groot aantal mensen in het Mondiale Zuiden werk vindt via digitale 
arbeidsplatforms, maar dat dit een precaire klasse van werkers oplevert. De 
locatie-gebaseerde platforms hebben lage toetredingsdrempels en maken het 
haalbaar voor laaggeschoolden of ongeschoolden om werk te vinden, maar de 
beleidsvorming is complex omdat elk van deze platforms zijn eigen uitdagingen 
heeft. Er is dringend behoefte aan het herzien en integreren van dekoloniale 
waarden in het algehele platformontwerp, deels als gevolg van een toename in 
algoritmisch management dan wel automatisering van de bestuurlijke beslissingen. 
Dit vereist dat we inzicht krijgen in de behoeften van de periferie van de wereld 
en dat we de technologische platforms en het algoritmisch management van 
platforms dienovereenkomstig verder ontwikkelen. Als we de impact van nieuwe 
technologieën niet in de gelokaliseerde context bekijken, dan zal de verbeelding 
van het Mondiale Noorden het oplossingsvermogen beïnvloeden dat misschien 
niet overeenstemt met de behoeften van het Mondiale Zuiden. De technologische 
oplossingen zijn afhankelijk van sociale normen, voorkeuren, en vereisten. Het is 
dus noodzakelijk om rekening te houden met de werkelijke sociale, economische, 
en biofysische omstandigheden van mensen en een vooringenomen beeld van het 
Mondiale Zuiden te vermijden.

Bovendien roepen bestaande studies vragen op over de inbedding van de 
menselijke dimensie in door machines gemedieerde interacties en over het 
vermogen van machines om morele, wettelijke en ethische beslissingen te 
nemen. Deze discussies vormen een belangrijk onderdeel van de toekomst van 
werk en het bekijken ervan vanuit het perspectief van het Mondiale Zuiden is 
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noodzakelijk voor een bredere inclusiviteit. Wat betreft de ontwerpgevoeligheid 
in het Mondiale Zuiden, wordt gesteld dat de ontwikkeling van AI en algoritmen 
over het algemeen wordt bepaald door de Westerse landen. Er is echter een 
sterke behoefte om een inclusieve technologie te creëren die een dekoloniale en 
gedecentraliseerde benadering volgt en rekening houdt met de marginale groepen 
of periferieën van de wereld. Hoofdstuk 1 laat bijvoorbeeld voorbeelden zien 
waarbij visueel browsen of gememoriseerde reeksen gebruikt kunnen worden 
in landen met een lager alfabetiseringsniveau. Ook moet er rekening worden 
gehouden met sociale en religieuze spanningen binnen de verschillende landen, 
waar bepaalde mensen weigeren om een voedselbestelling te accepteren van een 
bezorger met een andere religie.

Tot slot werd vastgesteld dat vrouwen het zwaarst getroffen zullen worden door 
deze technologische innovaties en dat hun overgang naar nieuwe rollen waarvoor 
bij- of omscholing nodig is, moeilijk zal zijn vanwege al lang bestaande barrières 
en omdat ze het grootste deel van hun tijd besteden aan onbetaalde zorgtaken. De 
technologische ontwrichting zal de etnische en genderongelijkheden verergeren 
(Balliester en Elsheikhi, 2018). Daarom is het nodig om de gendergerelateerde 
problemen grondig te onderzoeken en genderresponsief beleid te ontwikkelen.

Feministische benaderingen van platformontwerp

Hoofdstuk 2 gaat verder op de discussie uit hoofdstuk 1 en onderzoekt het 
ontwerp van digitale arbeidsplatforms in India door verschillende theoretische en 
empirische studies over platformarbeid te betrekken, specifiek in de context van 
het Mondiale Zuiden. In dit hoofdstuk worden hedendaagse, sociaal-culturele 
en politieke inzichten over vrouwelijke werkers met een laag inkomen in India 
behandeld en in verband gebracht met het wereldwijde onderzoek naar de 
platformeconomie. Er wordt gebruik gemaakt van een feministische benadering 
van informele arbeid en platformarbeid, waarbij wordt vastgesteld hoe vrouwen 
structureel en sociaal kwetsbaarder zijn voor externe schokken en daarom vaak 
te maken hebben met dubbele discriminatie op het werk. In het Mondiale Zuiden 
is informeel werk een grotere bron van werkgelegenheid voor vrouwen dan voor 
mannen (Vanek et al., 2014), wat ook betekent dat vrouwen een groter risico 
lopen op uitbuiting door een gebrek aan formele contracten en zekerheid. De 
‘informaliteit’ in kwestie is al ingebed in de platformeconomie en daarom worden 
‘vrouwen’ een belangrijk element dat centraal moet staan in het onderzoek naar 
platformontwerp. De onderzoeksvraag van dit hoofdstuk luidt: Wat zijn de 
gendergerelateerde zorgen, kansen, en suggesties voor werkers in de context van 
locatie-gebaseerde digitale arbeidsplatforms in India? En hoe compliceert de 
bestaande precariteit de situatie voor platformwerkers, in het bijzonder vrouwen? 
Na bestudering van de wereldwijde, interdisciplinaire en empirisch onderbouwde 
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leerervaringen wordt een feministische benadering van ontwerp en ontwikkeling 
van de digitale arbeidsplatforms voorgesteld met behulp van het Design Justice 
Intersectional Feminist Framework (Costanza-Chock, 2018) en Feminist HCI 
Design (Bardzell, 2010).

De resultaten van het in kaart brengen en onderzoeken van literatuur suggereren 
dat de belofte van flexibiliteit, autonomie, professionaliteit, vaardigheidstraining, 
verbinding tot financieel kapitaal, en meer mogelijkheden in de informele sector 
van het Mondiale Zuiden de afhankelijkheid van werkers vergroot, waaronder 
vrouwen in de platformeconomie. Dit heeft echter geleid tot de architectonische 
uitdagingen die een overschot creëren aan werkloze kluswerkers, waarbij de 
platforms eenzijdige macht krijgen en de risico’s, kosten en aansprakelijkheid 
op de werkers afwentelen, zonder hen een werknemersstatus of rechten te geven. 
Ten tweede controleert het algoritmische management alle aspecten van het 
werk, inclusief de toewijzing van werk, de evaluatie van prestaties, en beloningen 
en straffen. De werkers communiceren met een machine in plaats van met 
mensen, de mogelijkheden voor feedback en onderhandeling zijn minimaal, en 
ze begrijpen niet hoe deze algoritmes werken door een gebrek aan transparantie 
en informatieasymmetrie.

Ongelijkheid wordt gezien als een alomtegenwoordig kenmerk van deze 
platformen, of het nu op basis van geslacht of ras is. De toewijzing van werk 
op deze platforms is vaak gendergebonden (Chaudhary, 2020). Vrouwen worden 
gedwongen om zeer gestigmatiseerd, onderbetaald, en gebagatelliseerd werk en 
geformaliseerd zorgwerk professioneel aan te nemen. Hoewel de platformeconomie 
gedijt op het concept van ‘flexibiliteit’, blijft het een voorwaardelijke keuze voor 
de werkers, vooral vrouwen. Door het gebrek aan end-to-end transportfaciliteiten 
in de landen van het Mondiale Zuiden en hoe taaktoewijzing afhangt van de 
beschikbaarheid en timing van klanten, zijn vrouwen niet in staat om veel klussen 
aan te nemen door onhandige werktijden en veiligheidsredenen (Hunt et al., 
2019). Er zijn ook studies die melding maken van loonverschillen tussen mannen 
en vrouwen in de platformeconomie (Cook et al., 2020). De digitale kloof tussen 
mannen en vrouwen in landen van het Mondiale Zuiden, zoals India, beperkt het 
vermogen van vrouwen om op gelijke voet met mannen toegang te krijgen tot 
digitale technologieën.

Een feministische benadering van platformontwerp zou betekenen dat de 
behoeften van vrouwelijke werkers worden begrepen en overwogen, gezien 
zij zich vaak op een kruispunt van uitbuiting en onderdrukking bevinden. Dit 
hoofdstuk brengt daarom verschillende van dit soort gevallen naar voren en pleit 
ervoor om de digitale arbeidsplatforms te onderzoeken met een feministische lens 
die de algemene arbeidsomstandigheden in de platformeconomie zou kunnen 
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verbeteren. Vanuit een onderzoeksperspectief kunnen de doorleefde ervaringen 
van vrouwen een leidraad zijn voor onderzoekers om de diepere lagen bloot 
te leggen van onzeker werk, uitbuiting, machtsdynamiek, genderspecifieke 
houdingen en vertegenwoordiging, flexibiliteit, vrijheid, en keuze.

Structurele lessen uit initiatieven van vrouwen

De bestaande studies in de ride-hailing sector richten zich op de rijervaringen van 
mannelijke taxichauffeurs en omvatten meestal mainstream platformbedrijven 
zoals Ola en Uber. Waar er een focus is op genderdiscriminatie, is dat tegen de 
achtergrond van de algemene on-demand of kluseconomie (Hunt et al., 2019; 
Kasliwal, 2020). Hoofdstuk 3 biedt een uniek perspectief door feministische 
benaderingen te gebruiken om de structurele uitdagingen empirisch te analyseren 
vanuit het gezichtspunt van een anders verwaarloosde groep belanghebbenden, 
zoals oprichters en bestuurders van door vrouwen geleide taxi-initiatieven, 
vrouwelijke taxichauffeurs, en onderzoeks- en beleidsondersteunende groepen. 
Door de gemarginaliseerde vrouwelijke taxichauffeurs centraal te stellen 
(Bardzell, 2010; hooks, 1984), worden speciale gezichtspunten gebruikt die 
helpen bij het begrijpen van beide perspectieven: ‘vrouwelijke’ chauffeurs in een 
door mannen gedomineerde sector, en de uitdagingen van het beroep van platform 
‘chauffeur’ dat beschouwd wordt als een blue-collar baan in India bedoeld 
voor de economisch zwakkere klasse. De onderzoeksvraag van dit hoofdstuk 
luidt: Wat zijn de factoren die meespelen bij het ontwerpen en inzetten van een 
genderinclusief ride-hailing platform in India? De factoren worden opgesplitst 
in twee delen om deze vraag te beantwoorden: problematische aspecten en 
aanbevelingen om deze problemen aan te pakken.

De resultaten van het uitvoeren van diepgaande kwalitatieve interviews en het 
analyseren van documenten met betrekking tot overheidsbeleid, platformbedrijven, 
organisaties en het beleid en de referenties die door respondenten genoemd 
werden, zijn uitgewerkt in een feministisch kader met vijf punten, namelijk: 
Passende genderspecifieke framing en positionering; Bereiken, mobiliseren en 
karakteriseren van de doelgroep; Verbreden van de toegang; Genderbewuste 
duurzaamheid; en Eerlijkheid in gegevensbeheer en -ontwerp. De respondenten 
rapporteerden een negatieve perceptie van vrouwelijke taxichauffeurs omdat 
ze meestal worden omschreven als ‘goedkoop’, ‘beschikbaar’, ‘wanhopig’ 
en ‘onbetrouwbaar’ wat hun rijvaardigheden betreft. Daarentegen verdienen 
vrouwen die in het traditioneel door vrouwen gedomineerde schoonheidssegment 
werken respect, zoals blijkt uit de recente onderzoeken met betrekking tot de 
platformeconomie. Verschillende NGO’s zoals Azad Foundation proberen 
vrouwen uit de gemarginaliseerde delen van de samenleving te mobiliseren 
en een opleiding te geven, maar ook zij worden geconfronteerd met tal van 
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hindernissen - van het gebrek aan identificatiedocumenten tot het gebrek aan 
steun van familieleden. Het is moeilijk voor vrouwen om een rijbewijs te krijgen 
omdat de meesten van hen niet eens een adresbewijs of schooldiploma hebben, 
vooral omdat huiscontracten op de naam van mannen staan en meisjes niet 
worden aangemoedigd om hun onderwijsdocumenten veilig te bewaren door het 
gebrek aan professionele aspiraties voor hen.

In een dergelijke omgeving zeggen de respondenten dat alleen het aanleren 
van rijvaardigheden niet voldoende is voor vrouwelijke werkers, ze hebben 
ook transformatieve training en bijscholing nodig. Ook hier zijn de eendaagse 
trainingsprogramma’s die worden aangeboden door reguliere platformbedrijven 
soms zelfs ontoereikend voor mannelijke chauffeurs. Veel van deze bedrijven 
zijn begonnen met korte video’s om werkers te helpen de functies van de 
chauffeursapps te begrijpen, maar er is nog steeds een diepgaand begrip van 
de doelgroep nodig. Volgens de verzamelde gegevens bestaat de doelgroep 
meestal uit “vrouwen uit financieel zwakke segmenten, alleenstaande moeders, 
brandwondenslachtoffers, verkrachtings- en mishandelingsslachtoffers, 
universiteitsstudenten, huisvrouwen”. Een ander belangrijk punt van zorg voor 
sommige vrouwelijke werkers is het feit dat vrouwen vaak tot de huiselijke sfeer 
worden gedegradeerd en daardoor weinig vertrouwen hebben in de omgang met 
het publiek. Bovendien benadrukten verschillende geïnterviewden de toegang tot 
gezinssteun en het delen van huishoudelijke verantwoordelijkheden. Tegelijkertijd 
erkenden sommigen van hen dat het verdienen van geld door het leveren van 
taxiritten hen heeft geholpen om aan de behoeften van hun gezin te voldoen en 
de opvoeding van hun kinderen te ondersteunen. Verder belemmert een gebrek 
aan genderbewuste infrastructuur de mogelijkheden van vrouwen om de weg op 
te gaan door een gebrek aan veilige, hygiënische en vrouwvriendelijke toiletten. 
In tegenstelling tot wat vaak wordt gedacht, gaven vrouwelijke chauffeurs de 
voorkeur aan ‘s nachts rijden, maar ze uitten hun bezorgdheid over de veiligheid 
wanneer de platformbedrijven niet bleken te reageren. Er werd ook vastgesteld 
dat vrouwen zich meer op hun gemak voelen bij het rijden op vaste routes en de 
interactie met een menselijke leidinggevende nadat ze geleidelijk ‘vertrouwen’ 
hebben opgebouwd.

Een van de grootste en meest voorkomende problemen onder de vrouwgerichte taxi-
initiatieven is het gebrek aan financiering en schaalvergroting, omdat investeerders 
niet geneigd zijn om vrouwelijke ondernemers en chauffeurs te steunen. De 
respondenten benadrukten hun bezorgdheid over het kapitaalintensieve model 
van de ride-hailing sector dat de aankoop van auto’s vereist. Het wordt echter 
ingewikkeld in vier opzichten: 1) vrouwen zijn niet in staat om de gekochte auto’s 
te behouden omdat mannelijke leden ze wegkapen, 2) banken verstrekken geen 
leningen zonder onderpand of vast inkomen, en platformwerkers hebben geen 
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vast salaris, 3) taxidiensten die zich richten op vrouwen hebben niet voldoende 
middelen om auto’s in grote aantallen aan te schaffen of de Equated Monthly 
Installments (EMI’s) voor de leningen te betalen, en 4) subsidieregelingen van de 
overheid worden gedreven door bureaucratie en het duurt bijna twee jaar om er 
gebruik van te maken.

Uiteindelijk kan het vijfpuntenkader met steun van verschillende belanghebbenden, 
zoals werkers en hun familie, platformaanbieders, steungroepen, de 
overheid en beleidsmakers, dienen als conceptueel ontwerp voor inclusieve 
arbeidshervormingen in de platformeconomie.

Noodzaak voor een technologische herziening van het ontwerp

Het technologische ontwerp dat is ingebed in algoritmisch management heeft de 
manier veranderd waarop werkers en managers op digitale arbeidsplatforms met 
elkaar omgaan, zoals in de eerdere hoofdstukken is aangegeven. Hoofdstuk 2 
analyseerde het algoritmeontwerp in de context van locatie-gebaseerde platforms 
aan de hand van bestaande theoretische en empirische studies. In hoofdstuk 4 
wordt het technologische ontwerp met een focus op de algoritmen onderzocht 
door middel van diepgaande kwalitatieve interviews met de verschillende 
belanghebbenden van de ride-hailing sector. Dit hoofdstuk draagt bij aan een 
genuanceerd perspectief van het Mondiale Zuiden door interactie met managers 
en leidinggevenden van mainstream ride-hailing platforms, software engineers, 
AI-specialisten, mannelijke chauffeurs en vrouwelijke chauffeurs uit India. Het 
is ook belangrijk op te merken dat de meeste taxiplatforms die zich richten op 
vrouwen geen AI-gebaseerde technologie gebruiken vanwege hun beperkte 
bereik en middelen. Er is ook een gebrek aan studies die India als voorbeeld 
nemen om het technologische ontwerp van de ride-hailing platforms te bespreken 
met een focus op gender.

De onderzoeksvraag is: Wat zijn geschikte ontwerpbenaderingen en -praktijken 
voor algoritmisch management in ride-hailing platforms in India? Deze vraag 
wordt ook behandeld door deze op te splitsen in onderdelen: uitdagingen waarmee 
de bestuurders van de mainstream ride-hailing platforms worden geconfronteerd 
en oplossingen om deze te overwinnen. De zes principes of kwaliteiten van 
Bardzell (2010), als onderdeel van feministisch HCI-ontwerp, omvatten 
pluralisme, participatie, pleitbezorging, ecologie, belichaming en zelfonthulling. 
Deze zijn gebruikt om de verkregen gegevens en oplossingen in een context te 
plaatsen. Het wordt ook ondersteund door het crossculturele feministische kader 
dat is voorgesteld door Arora en Chowdhury (2021), dat de ideeën van diverse 
mogelijkheden en culturele benaderingen propageert en tegelijkertijd de mensen 
in de marge centraal stelt. Een van de geïnterviewde vrouwelijke chauffeurs zei: 
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“Toen ik het gebruikte, was het platform er niet op gemaakt dat er vrouwelijke 
chauffeurs zouden zijn en dat ze een SOS-knop nodig zouden hebben.” Ze 
uitte haar teleurstelling over het feit dat de paniekknoppen aanvankelijk alleen 
aanwezig waren voor de passagiers en niet voor de chauffeurs. Dit voorbeeld geeft 
de essentie weer van een feministisch ontwerp - denken vanuit het perspectief van 
vrouwen en gemarginaliseerden kan helpen bij het ontwerpen van technologie 
waar iedereen van kan profiteren.

De interviews en studies wezen op een gamificatiemodel in de ride-hailing sector 
dat prikkels beloont om langer op de weg te blijven en de gemarginaliseerde 
chauffeurs worden hiertoe gedwongen door relatief lage inkomsten en de last 
van het terugbetalen van autoleningen. De lichamelijke vermoeidheid en de extra 
last van zorgtaken beperken echter de deelname van vrouwelijke chauffeurs. Het 
gebrek aan transparantie van de beoordelingssystemen, waarbij de chauffeurs 
niet kunnen zien welke klant hen laag heeft beoordeeld en waarom, draagt ook 
bij aan de onzekerheid van de werkers. Een vrouwelijke chauffeur vertelde 
hoe ze gedwongen werd de rit abrupt te beëindigen toen een passagier haar 
geen toiletpauze gunde. Bovendien zijn de huidige beoordelingsmechanismen 
niet uitgerust om rekening te houden met het ongemak van de chauffeurs, de 
stemming van de klanten en hun vermeende discriminerende gedrag. De 
informatieasymmetrie en het gebrek aan transparantie zijn een ander ingebed 
onderdeel van de digitale arbeidsplatformen. Chauffeurs zeiden ook dat ze op 
geen enkel moment de foto’s van de passagiers kunnen zien en dat zelfs de 
namen pas worden onthuld na het accepteren van de rit. De passagiers kunnen 
de foto’s en namen van de chauffeurs echter direct zien nadat de rit aan hen is 
toegewezen. Dit maakt het voor vrouwelijke bestuurders soms moeilijk om ritten 
te accepteren, zoals ook blijkt uit een onderzoek van Lee et al. (2015). Een van 
de senior managers van een populair platform zei: “De locatie van de chauffeur-
partners wordt elke twee tot drie seconden gevolgd en als ze afwijken van hun 
toegewezen bestemming, detecteert ons systeem dit onmiddellijk.” Dit constante 
volgen en bewaken verhoogt echter de mentale druk en tast het welzijn van de 
chauffeurs aan. Bovendien is er geen duidelijkheid over hoe een chauffeur kan 
bewijzen wanneer er daadwerkelijk een GPS-storing is. Een van de chauffeurs 
onthulde hoe de platforms naar verluidt de gegevens van de chauffeurs wissen 
wanneer ze in de problemen komen, waardoor dit beroep potentieel ‘gevaarlijk’ 
wordt voor chauffeurs, vooral voor vrouwen. Dit geeft aan hoe het delen van de 
gegevens ook een eenzijdig proces is in de ride-hailing sector, waar platforms 
de gegevens van de chauffeurs gebruiken om hun systemen te verbeteren, maar 
niet transparant zijn over het delen ervan. Tot slot uitten vrouwelijke chauffeurs 
hun ontevredenheid over het gebrek aan voorzieningen om toiletpauzes te 
nemen, omdat ze omzet/ritten mislopen als ze blijven zoeken naar een veilig 
en schoon toilet. Ze bespraken ook dat ze robotachtige reacties kregen van de 
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platforms wanneer ze in onveilige of ongemakkelijke situaties terechtkwamen. 
Het hoofdstuk erkent ook de beperkingen van deep machine learning-technologie 
en het feit dat niet alles kan worden opgelost door de algoritmen te repareren. 
Sommige problemen vereisen overheidsingrijpen en een mentaliteitsverandering 
in de samenleving. Rekening houdend met de realiteit en situatie van de werkers 
kan echter helpen bij het creëren van een minder vijandige webomgeving voor de 
chauffeurs, met name vrouwen, van de ride-hailing platforms.

Concluderend wil dit proefschrift bepaalde normatieve concepten ter discussie 
stellen en dekoloniale interventies aanbieden. Het is bijvoorbeeld onjuist om de 
formele economie als de primaire economie te beschouwen wanneer meer dan 
60% van de wereldbevolking in de informele sfeer opereert. Ook is het mogelijk 
dat technologie uit het Mondiale Zuiden of het Westen niet universeel toepasbaar 
is, omdat ze de uitdagingen van de gemarginaliseerde wereldbevolking niet 
erkent. Verder is genderdiversiteit in het ontwerpproces essentieel omdat de 
‘centraliteit van mannelijkheid’ het leven van vrouwen niet begrijpt. Hier biedt 
een dekoloniaal en intersectioneel feministisch ontwerpkader ruimte voor de 
stemmen en ervaringen van gemarginaliseerde gemeenschappen om gehoord 
en gewaardeerd te worden. Deze interventies pleiten uiteindelijk voor het 
diversifiëren van de academische curricula en dringen aan op het opnemen van 
meer kennis die in en door het Mondiale Zuiden wordt geproduceerd.
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With the infiltration of platform-based business models in the global economy, the 
number of people using digital tools to find work has increased significantly. the rise 
of digital labor platforms was expected to be more favourable for women workers due 
to increased flexibility and autonomy, but the nature of work on these platforms has 
been found to be often gendered and precarious. Moreover, the resultant “digital labor” 
is managed and controlled by efficiency-oriented AI-enabled algorithms, where the 
needs of the women workers are ignored due to their low representation. there is also 
a possibility that societal biases including norms against women can be transferred into 
the machines as technology often reflects the values of its creators. While most of the 
studies in this area concentrate on the Global North, it is necessary to move this outside 
these normative borders, as increasingly these platforms are becoming important actors 
in the shaping of the future of work in the Global South. this doctoral dissertation 
focuses on the gig economy in India – a country that is one of the most religiously and 
ethnically diverse nations in the world, with its own set of gender stereotypes, cultural 
norms, and infrastructural issues. the dissertation investigates the concerns, issues, 
and opportunities for platform labor reform with a focus on the ride-hailing sector 
using the feminist lens. the feminist viewpoint keeps the marginal user at the center 
committing to equity, diversity, identity, empowerment, and social justice to improve the 
work conditions of gig workers in the Global South. By conducting in-depth qualitative 
interviews with the different stakeholders of the ride-hailing sector, and analysing case 
studies, media coverage, policy papers, and research reports, it suggests guidelines for 
redesigning the digital labor platforms.


