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Rise of the digital labour 
platforms

Externalisation of work through platforms
Technological advances in cloud 
computing and infrastructure
Importance of data and algorithms
New outsourcing model (24x7 global 
labour force) for a range of  services

‘Silver bullet’ for addressing unemployment 
problem, poverty & inequality 
Harnessing technologies for the 
development process
Mechanism to formalise workers



        

Context of developing countries… 

Advancing social justice, promoting decent work

High levels of informality

Taxi drivers, delivery workers, domestic workers, personal 
service workers are either self-employed or casual workers

Flexibility, autonomy and control over their work
Platforms further precariatise these workers using 
algorithmic management practices

High skilled service workers are being pushed into informality 
as a result of the rise of online freelance and talent or   
innovation or competitive programming platforms

Not new work, but work in the traditional economy being 
conducted or mediated using technology



        

Focus on online web-based labour platforms… 

Advancing social justice, promoting decent work

New outsourcing model

Microtask platforms
Freelance platforms

Platforms operate across multiple jurisdictions, which 
creates some specific challenges to ensuring more 
equitable distribution of gains 



Microworkers: Tasks performed

AI/ Machine learning

Online clerical and data entry tasks (data collection, 
categorisation, image annotation)
Translations and transcription
Audio and image recording

Promotion of products and services

Content access
Market research and reviews



Examples of tasks performed by microtask workers



Many of these workers are in specialized fields
( 51% - 67% University Graduates)
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Challenges for microtask workers

Workers on average earn US$3.3 per hour; median earnings US$ 
2.1 per hour

One-third of the time spent on unpaid tasks
Workers in developing countries earn US2.03 per hour which 
is almost half of the earnings of that of developed counrries
High risk of work rejection (75% of respondents) – operations 
are algorithmically managed with little human intervention

High work intensity (65% working 6 or 7 days a week or in the 
evenings) as workers adapt to the business hours of US or 
Europe

Lack of communication with platforms or clients and lack of 
dispute resolution mechanism

Misclassification leads to low levels of social protection 
(dependent on other jobs or other members of the household)



Differences in hourly earnings of  survey respondents across countries on the same 
platform, Amazon Mechanical Turk, 2017

Mean wages: American workers on average 
earned 2.5 times as much as Indians

Median wages: Indian workers earn $2.53, 
while the US workers earn $6.54 per hour    

All else equal, American workers earned 4.6 
times as much as Indians

“… I think that the pay for Indian worker is less 
than the pay for the worker in the US. This 
means the HIT with higher pay are available to 
them and the one which gives penny are 
available to Indian worker, which I have to do.”



Differences in hourly earnings of  survey respondents and those performing similar 
jobs in the traditional labour market by gender (Microtask platforms)

10% of the workers have performed tasks on microtasks for more than 5 
years, and their incomes stagnate after 3 years and they continue to have 
diversified tasks



Freelance platforms: Tasks performed by gender

Activities include
Computer programming 
and data analytics
Creative design
Financial and 
accounting services
Legal and patent 
services
Translation 

Skills is a good match for 
62% of workers



Outsourcing of tasks 
on a major freelance 
platform:
Inflow of work and 
earnings, 2019 
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Challenges for freelance workers

Earnings on average US$7.6 per hour; median earnings US$ 
5.1 per hour

One-fourth of the time spent performing unpaid tasks
High commission fees ranging from 20 to 35%; and other 
types of fees

Differences can be observed between countries and gender:
Workers in developing countries tend to earn less than 
those in development countries (60% less)
A significant gender pay gap can be observed on some 
platforms at the country level, while the findings are quite 
mixed globally

Worker’s education is not really correlated with the incomes 
earned on these platforms



Specific challenges faced by workers 
from developing countries

Accessing work through subscription plans or paying different 
types fees 
Subsidising work to build up reputation: 

Accepting work for low pay or for free (79%)
Underbidding for projects (66%) 
Accepting work they would otherwise decline (37%) 

Geographical discrimination: Some platforms block workers 
from certain countries

Virtual private networks (VPNs)
Remote desktop computers (RDCs)

To circumvent the barriers
Purchasing fake accounts 
Opening fake accounts 

Raise ethical and moral concerns



        

Indeed, there are a number of challenges… 

 Employment relationship
 Earnings – Low earnings, commission fees and different types of 

fees, unpaid hours of work
 Working time – Long working hours, risks and stress
 Occupational safety and health
 Social protection: Large gaps in health insurance; work-related injury 

provision; unemployment and disability insurance; and old-age 
pension or retirement benefits.

 Deactivation of accounts & dispute resolution mechanism
 Algorithmic management defining the everyday experience of the 

workers – ratings, rejection, monitoring, deactivation
 Data protection

Advancing social justice, promoting decent work





Initiatives and policy developments at the ILO

Advancing social justice, promoting decent work

Tripartite meeting of experts on decent work 
in the digital economy
•Areas of agreement
•Areas of debate

Oct. 2022

Request for a normative gap analysis

Nov. 2022  (Governing Body)

Discussion on Normative gap analysis

March 2023 (Governing Body)

Standard-setting Discussion on decent work in 
the platform economy at the International 
Labour Conference June 2025

June 2025 (ILC)
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