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INTRODUCTION
Platform-mediated work—labour or services provided 
through digital platforms, including location-based ser-
vices such as ride-hailing and delivery, as well as online 
freelancing and microwork—has become one of the most 
visible expressions of digital transformation in labour 
markets. By connecting workers and clients through apps 
and online platforms, it can expand access to income-
earning opportunities. At the same time, many platform 
workers operate outside standard employment relation-
ships, often as own-account workers without regular 
or continuous ties to a single employer, which can limit 
access to labour protections, collective bargaining and 
social protection. 

In many cases, work is also governed through automated 
systems that allocate tasks, monitor performance, influ-
ence pay and can trigger suspension or deactivation. The 
result is a labour market marked by flexibility but also 
insecurity, blurred responsibility and limited recourse. 
This brief examines what these trends mean for decent 
work in the platform economy and how labour market 
institutions and social protection systems can respond. 

PLATFORM WORK: FLEXIBILITY, CONTROL 
AND INSECURITY
The World Bank estimates that between 154 million and 
435 million people globally participate in platform or 
online “gig” work (World Bank, 2023). 1 The scale and visi-
bility of platform work vary across countries and regions, 
but it has often expanded most rapidly where formal job 
creation is weak and large shares of workers already rely 
on informal or precarious forms of employment. In many 
settings however, platform work has expanded alongside 
persistent informality, rather than replacing it. 

Platform work can offer flexibility, low barriers to entry, 
and opportunities for income generation in contexts 
where formal employment is scarce. But that flexibility 
often coexists with insecurity. A central reason is that 
many platform workers are often treated as independent 

1	 154 million is a conservative platform-based estimate of unique registered 
workers, while 435 million is a broader survey-based estimate that also includes 
people who do online gig work only part-time, secondarily, or occasionally.
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Key Messages
	» Digital transformation is reshaping labour markets by changing 

what work is done and transforming how work is governed. 
Platform-mediated work is a visible example, with an estimated 
154 million to 435 million people globally engaged in app-based 
and online labour markets worldwide.

	» Platform work can create flexible income opportunities, but it 
often takes place outside standard employment relationships, 
limiting access to labour protections and social protection. 

	» Many platforms rely on automated systems to allocate tasks, 
monitor performance, set pay and discipline workers, giving firms 
disproportionate influence over wages and working conditions in 
the absence of adequate algorithmic governance.

	» Ensuring decent work in the platform economy requires stronger 
labour market institutions—including clearer rules on employment 
status and employer responsibility, greater transparency 
and human oversight in automated decision-making. It also 
requires adapting social protection systems to fragmented and 
volatile work.

contractors or own-account workers rather than employ-
ees. This can leave them outside minimum wage protec-
tions, working-time rules, paid leave, occupational safety 
provisions and contributory social protection systems. 

Non-standard employment arrangements of this kind 
also exist outside the platform economy, but digital 
labour platforms tend to reinforce them—operating as 
intermediaries between clients and workers rather than 
as traditional employers. Dependence on platform income 
also varies across groups, with young people and women 
often overrepresented in more precarious forms of digi-
tal work, although patterns differ across sectors and 
countries, potentially reinforcing existing inequalities 
(Gerber, 2022).

A second, distinct dimension is algorithmic management. 
Many platforms rely heavily on automated systems to 
allocate tasks, evaluate performance, adjust pay and 
suspend workers. These practices are already common in 
ride-hailing and delivery services, although algorithmic 
management is increasingly seen across the platform 
economy. While income insecurity and unpredictable 
schedules stem primarily from employment arrange-
ments, algorithmic management extends managerial 
control without corresponding accountability. 
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https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/072814bbbb56aebd4db387154c3df3a5-0460012023/original/Working-Without-Boarders-Online-Gig-Work-OVERVIEW.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/ntwe.12233
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monitoring, performance scoring and automated deci-
sion-making at scale. One recent study found that algo-
rithmic evaluation governed by artificial intelligence 
systematically assigned lower performance ratings to 
workers and reduced their payment by 40 per cent (Dong 
and others, 2025). 

PLATFORM WORK AMID PERSISTENT 
DECENT WORK DEFICITS 
The decent work risks associated with platform labour 
are unfolding in labour markets already marked by infor-
mality, precarious employment and incomplete social 
protection coverage. Globally, 58 per cent of workers 
remain in informal employment (ILO, 2026). In low-
income countries, informality exceeds 80–90 per cent 
of total employment. 

Figure 2
Informal employment is still common 

Data source: ILOSTAT on informality

At the same time, social protection systems remain 
incomplete. Only about 52 per cent of the global popu-
lation has access to at least one social protection benefit, 
while approximately 3.8 billion people remain entirely 
unprotected (ILO, 2024).

Platform work can complicate the classification of 
employment status, especially where firms act as inter-
mediaries rather than employers. This can in turn affect 
workers’ access to labour rights and employment-linked 
social protection. In this global context, digitalization 
layers new forms of volatility and opacity onto already 
insecure labour markets.

As emphasized in the World Social Report 2025, persis-
tent informality and growing precarity are not inevitable 

Figure 1
The “gig economy” includes many jobs and tasks 

Data Sources: World Bank (2023)

Workers typically lack meaningful access to the data used 
to evaluate their performance, or to the principles guid-
ing automated decisions. This creates information asym-
metries between firms and workers. Concerns have been 
raised about automated wage-setting, earnings volatil-
ity and limited recourse in cases of account deactivation 
(Human Rights Watch, 2025). In this sense, platform work 
often combines insecure employment arrangements with 
opaque systems of supervision and discipline. 

Beyond individual employment relationships, algorith-
mic management reshapes power relations in labour 
markets more broadly. Platforms often become domi-
nant because the largest ones attract the most users 
and benefit from access to large amounts of data. Where 
alternative employment options are limited, it can give 
platform firms outsized leverage over wages and work-
ing conditions. 

Inadequate human oversight of algorithmic management 
can intensify the shift of economic risk from firms to 
individual workers. Automated decisions about task allo-
cation, scheduling, pay and discipline can make earnings 
and working time less predictable. Where workers also 
lack stable contracts and adequate social protection, 
that volatility can translate more directly into economic 
insecurity. A worker’s access to future tasks, income 
or continued platform access may depend on ratings, 
acceptance rates or performance scores that are nei-
ther transparent nor meaningfully contestable. These 
conditions make work less predictable, less secure and 
harder for workers to influence or contest—undermin-
ing decent work.2

Recent advances in artificial intelligence may also inten-
sify these trends by enabling more granular worker 

2	 A full definition of “decent work” is available here. These features are also 
not confined to platform firms. Digital scheduling tools, AI-driven produc-
tivity monitoring and automated performance scoring are diffusing into 
traditional workplaces. The platform economy represents a concentrated 
version of broader trends in labour markets, with the institutions that govern 
them lagging.

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5272338
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5272338
https://www.ilo.org/publications/flagship-reports/employment-and-social-trends-2026
https://ilostat.ilo.org/topics/informality/
https://www.ilo.org/publications/flagship-reports/world-social-protection-report-2024-26-universal-social-protection-climate
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/072814bbbb56aebd4db387154c3df3a5-0460012023/original/Working-Without-Boarders-Online-Gig-Work-OVERVIEW.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/report/2025/05/12/the-gig-trap/algorithmic-wage-and-labor-exploitation-in-platform-work-in-the-us
https://www.ilo.org/topics-and-sectors/decent-work-and-2030-agenda-sustainable-development#decentwork
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outcomes of technological change (United Nations, 2025). 
They reflect policy choices and the weakening of labour 
market institutions. For instance, union density and 
collective bargaining coverage have declined in many 
countries over recent decades. In OECD countries, union 
membership fell from around 30 per cent in the mid-1980s 
to approximately 15 per cent by 2024 (OECD, 2025). The 
erosion of collective bargaining power reduces workers’ 
capacity to negotiate for fair wages and safe conditions 
precisely as digital labour markets fragment employ-
ment relationships.

Figure 3
Social protection gaps persist globally 

Data source: ILO WSPR 2024

STRENGTHENING LABOUR MARKET 
INSTITUTIONS IN A DIGITAL ERA
Recent international commitments have recognized the 
need for stronger labour market and social policies to 
address the challenges and opportunities associated 
with technological change.3 In the platform economy, this 
starts with clearer rules on employment status, employer 
responsibility and worker protections. Whether workers 
are classified as employees, dependent contractors or 
independent contractors shapes their access to labour 
protections, collective bargaining rights, workplace 

3	 For example, in the 2025 Doha Political Declaration, Member States’ com-
mitted to address the challenges and opportunities posed by technological 
transitions through appropriate social and labour market policies. The 
2024 Pact for the Future explicitly called for vocational, upskilling and 
reskilling training for workers in occupations impacted by digitalization and 
automation, while the Global Digital Compact aims to promote responsible, 
equitable and interoperable approaches to govern data and algorithmic 
work for the benefits of humanity.

safety provisions and social protection (Di Stefano and 
others, 2021). 

Even where employment status remains contested, work-
ers require protection against opaque automated decision-
making, intrusive surveillance and arbitrary deactivation. 
Recent regulatory efforts in some jurisdictions, includ-
ing the European Union (2024), have therefore sought to 
improve transparency in automated monitoring and deci-
sion-making, require human oversight, and strengthen 
workers’ rights to contest automated decisions. Some 
jurisdictions are also experimenting with new forms of 
worker representation and sector-level bargaining in plat-
form sectors, although progress remains uneven and con-
tested.4 The goal is to ensure the application of interna-
tionally agreed labour standards, and that economically 
dependent workers are protected where firms exercise 
significant control through digital systems.

Sector-wide standards may be particularly important 
in platform-mediated sectors where firm-level bargain-
ing is limited. At a minimum, workers in the platform 
economy should enjoy a basic floor of rights regardless 
of contractual status, including collective bargaining, 
protection against discrimination, and adequate occupa-
tional safety and health. The ILO’s concept of a Univer-
sal Labour Guarantee is a useful normative benchmark, 
even though effective protection will also require clearer 
rules on employment status, employer responsibility and 
platform accountability (ILO, 2019). 

Figure 4
Digitally managed labour markets will need new forms of 
governance

Digital labour governance also requires procedural safe-
guards around data and decision-making. Workers should 
have the right to know when automated systems materi-
ally affect decisions about pay, scheduling or discipline. 
Meaningful explanations must accompany adverse deci-
sions, along with guarantees to access human review. 
Because these systems rely heavily on worker data, gov-
ernance must also address privacy and protection against 
intrusive monitoring. Finally, as cross-border digital 
labour platforms operate simultaneously across borders 
and jurisdictions, multilateral cooperation on algorithmic 
governance is essential (Berg and others, 2019).

4	 In 2025, for instance, California enacted legislation granting more than 
800,000 ride-hail drivers the right to unionize and collectively bargain 
while remaining independent contractors (Associated Press, 2025).

https://desapublications.un.org/publications/world-social-report-2025-new-policy-consensus-accelerate-social-progress
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/membership-of-unions-and-employers-organisations-and-bargaining-coverage_fe47107c-en/full-report.html
https://www.ilo.org/publications/flagship-reports/world-social-protection-report-2024-26-universal-social-protection-climate
https://social.desa.un.org/world-summit-2025/documents/doha-political-declaration-agreed-text-090525
https://www.un.org/en/summit-of-the-future/pact-for-the-future
https://www.un.org/en/summit-of-the-future/global-digital-compact
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/%40ed_protect/%40protrav/%40travail/documents/publication/wcms_777866.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/%40ed_protect/%40protrav/%40travail/documents/publication/wcms_777866.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2024/10/14/platform-workers-council-adopts-new-rules-to-improve-their-working-conditions/
https://www.ilo.org/publications/work-brighter-future
https://researchrepository.ilo.org/esploro/outputs/journalArticle/Digital-labour-platforms-a-need-for/995268287502676
https://apnews.com/article/68c0e55f90b779ae38e315538087d1b3
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protection floors. Digital transformation also creates 
new tax bases, including digital services and cross-
border platform activity. International efforts such as 
the OECD’s global minimum corporate tax initiative seek 
to address profit shifting and base erosion (OECD, 2023). 

Investing in digital public goods and infrastructure can 
broaden the tax base and reduce tax‑compliance costs, 
as reflected in the Sevilla Commitment.5 Progressive 
taxation, digital services taxes and improved compliance 
mechanisms can contribute to sustainable financing 
of expanded protection systems. More broadly, digital 
transformation should be understood as part of struc-
tural change. Whether that change is inclusive depends 
not only on innovation, but on institutions capable of 
managing transitions, distributing risks fairly, and sus-
taining social dialogue among governments, employers 
and workers.

CONCLUSION AND POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS
Platform-mediated work is expanding and reshaping 
labour markets in important ways, but the consequences 
for workers are not predetermined. New forms of labour 
intermediation must not undermine long-standing princi-
ples of decent work. Whether the platform economy con-
tributes to inclusion or deepens insecurity will depend on 
how institutions adapt. Realizing the potential of digital 
labour markets while containing their risks requires 
action in three areas.

First, clarify employment status and employer respon-
sibility. Governments can establish clearer legal rules on 
the classification of platform work and guarantee a basic 
floor of labour rights — including collective bargain-
ing, protection against discrimination and occupational 
safety and health — for all workers in digitally managed 
labour markets, regardless of contractual status.

Second, strengthen the governance of algorithmic 
management. This means ensuring transparency, human 
oversight and meaningful avenues to contest automated 
decisions affecting pay, scheduling and discipline, while 
safeguarding workers’ data and privacy. Given the cross-
border nature of platform firms, multilateral cooperation 
on algorithmic governance is essential.

Third, adapt social protection to non-standard gig 
work. Countries can extend coverage through port-
able benefits, simplified contribution mechanisms and 
strengthened tax-financed social protection floors, com-
plemented by skills promotion and active labour market 
policies that support decent work.

Ultimately, technological change does not dictate labour 
market outcomes; institutions do. Some countries are 
beginning to address these challenges, but progress 
remains uneven. Realizing the potential of digital labour 
markets while containing their risks requires institutions 
capable of managing structural change, protecting rights 
and reducing inequality.

5	 Full text of the Sevilla Commitment is available here.

ADAPTING SOCIAL PROTECTION AND 
ACTIVE LABOUR MARKET POLICIES TO 
PLATFORM WORK
Platform work exposes the limitations of contributory 
social protection systems built around stable employer-
employee relationships. Where workers move between 
multiple clients, platforms or short tasks - or are clas-
sified as self-employed - access to employment-linked 
benefits may become fragmented or unavailable. Policy 
responses should therefore focus on extending coverage 
to workers in non-standard arrangements through port-
able benefits, simplified contribution mechanisms, and 
stronger tax-financed social protection floors. 

Portable benefit models—attaching protections to indi-
viduals rather than employers—offer one approach. Sim-
plified enrolment and graduated contribution schedules 
can help extend coverage to workers in non-standard 
arrangements—including own-account workers, inde-
pendent contractors and those on zero-hours contracts, 
whether in the platform economy or elsewhere. Uruguay’s 
Monotax and Monotax Social programmes for example, 
are simplified, subsidized contribution schemes that 
have expanded coverage while encouraging formaliza-
tion (Aguiar and others, 2023). Broader labour market 
institutions also matter. Denmark’s flexicurity model, 
while not designed for platform work nor immune to 
precarity, illustrates how flexible labour markets can 
be combined with income protection and active support 
during transitions (Andersen, 2021). 

Alongside contributory programmes, tax-financed social 
protection programmes have historically played a key 
role in addressing structural vulnerabilities outside of 
traditional employer-employee relationships. In the 
face of increased non-standard forms of employment, 
including platform work, these programmes are likely 
to become even more important (United Nations, 2025).

Skills systems must also adapt and ensure that people 
do not end up trapped in precarious platform work with 
limited opportunities for professional growth. Singa-
pore’s SkillsFuture programme provides financial sup-
port for lifelong learning and upskilling aligned with 
anticipated labour demand (SkillsFuture SG, 2025). The 
European Youth Guarantee has also sought to ensure 
that young people receive employment, education or 
training opportunities within four months of unemploy-
ment (European Commission, 2026). Germany’s dual 
apprenticeship system combines workplace training with 
vocational education, contributing to strong school-to-
work transitions. However, supply-side measures alone 
are insufficient. Skills policies must be complemented 
by demand-side strategies that prioritize job creation 
and decent work standards, and incentivize structural 
transformation to higher-productivity employment in 
the formal sector (ILO, 2025).

Strong social protection systems provide workers with a 
critical buffer against income disruption and expanding 
them is more fiscally achievable than is often assumed. 
The ILO (2024) estimates that low- and middle-income 
countries would require an additional investment of 
around 3.3 per cent of GDP on average to establish social 

https://www.oecd.org/tax/beps/global-minimum-tax/
https://financing.desa.un.org/ffd4/outcome
https://www.wiego.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/monotax-and-social-monotax-in-uruguay.pdf
https://wol.iza.org/uploads/articles/585/pdfs/the-danish-labor-market.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&opi=89978449&url=https://desapublications.un.org/publications/world-social-report-2025-new-policy-consensus-accelerate-social-progress&ved=2ahUKEwj0l_PbiKqSAxWeLFkFHXUAC-sQFnoECBgQAQ&usg=AOvVaw3EIjI3mjdlNnQEy7Xj0jjo
https://www.skillsfuture.gov.sg/
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/eu-employment-policies/youth-employment-support/reinforced-youth-guarantee_en
https://www.ilo.org/publications/global-employment-policy-review-2025-do-employment-responsive-policies-work
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/2024-12/ILO_financing%20brief_web_version_finale.pdf

