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The isolating nature of platform-based work, particularly gig work involving deliveries, has created unintended
consequences over how workers engage with peers, friends, family, and society in general. We performed a
qualitative study involving interviews with 21 delivery workers in Bangalore, India to understand how workers
experienced and responded to social isolation perpetuated by the nature and daily function of their work. We
found that the stigma and individual nature of app-based delivery work restricts access to inter-relational
and instrumental support. As a response, workers organized peer networks for both companionship and
emergency assistance. We analyze how the cultural context of India heightens these experiences, and offer
ideas for mitigating the risks of isolation as a result of gig work.
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1

INTRODUCTION

The individualization and flexibility afforded by gig work has drastically changed the role employment plays in shaping day-to-day life. Gig work platforms market themselves as offering
choice over how much and when to work, accommodating complex personal schedules and part
time salaries [38]. But, in exchange for this non-traditional structure, gig platforms bar workers
from basic protections, like health insurance, minimum wage, and overtime pay [18, 19, 57, 69].
By having workers choose between flexibility and infrastructural benefits, gig work platforms
encourage those in need of immediate income to pursue unstable employment that inherently
isolates them from traditional sources of social support [9, 50].
We examine the experience of social isolation in a common, yet understudied, form of gig
work—app-based delivery work. Delivery work involves having an app assign workers to deliver
items, typically food, from providers (e.g. restaurants) to customers. In these contexts, workers are
left to cope with the uncertainties of working as independent contractors without the structural
support and protections afforded to traditional employees [8].
By performing work alone and at odd hours of the day, delivery workers are restricted from
strengthening relationships with friends, family, and peers. The paper addresses the following
question: How do delivery workers experience and respond to social isolation as a result of their work?
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We argue that in delivery work, there are fewer opportunities to access social support, which
influences overall wellbeing and integration in society [12, 40, 61]. Social isolation is defined as
not being able to build meaningful interpersonal relationships, and exclusion from inter-relational
and instrumental support [40]. Inter-relational support fosters feelings of integration, involvement,
and acceptance [40, 46], while instrumental support leads to practical outcomes, like tangible
help and advice [40, 46]. The notion of social isolation has received little attention in studies of
contemporary gig work [67] and in the Global South [53], although a significant body of past work
on isolation in the workplace highlights risks of depression, peer rejection, and disconnect from
support networks [13]. These challenges are further exacerbated in India where, as in many parts
of the world, particularly vulnerable populations are pushed into gig work to make ends meet
[4, 20, 39, 42, 45].
Our study took place in the context of India, where gig work platforms have created over two
million jobs since 2014 [1]. This, combined with unprecedented unemployment rates [32] and the
increasing informal nature of work [68], has poised gig work platforms as a central part of the
Indian economy. However, the public perception of gig work affects beliefs about whether it can
provide viable careers and employment [29]. Given India’s patriarchal society of placing men as
the main breadwinners for their families [54], we explore how delivery workers identify, and often
isolate, themselves in the context of these larger social structures.
Our findings highlight strategies delivery workers use to combat social isolation—some of these
strategies include engagement in and development of peer networks in person and online. We refer
to these as positive examples. Other strategies involve internalization of the problems emerging
from the various forms of isolation–these include hiding work identities from friends and family
or entering into precarious financial agreements, which we interpret as negative responses. We
contribute an understanding of 1) the risks to personal and professional wellbeing when isolated and
stigmatized by friends, family, and general society, and 2) how restriction from instrumental support
negatively impacts the physical security of delivery workers. Understanding these conditions is
especially critical during times of crisis, like the COVID-19 pandemic, when vulnerabilities have
been further exacerbated among gig workers [10].
2

RELATED WORK

We apply theories of social isolation to frame risks of isolation in gig work. We expand research on
gig work by contributing literature on the understudied population of delivery workers, especially
in the Global South. While there has been much research on isolation among white collar workers
who work remotely, few have explored the experience of workplace isolation in the informal
context of gig work. Together, research on gig work, social isolation, and isolation at work provide
a foundation for understanding delivery worker experiences in India.
2.1 Independence and Precarity in Gig Work
Gig work, also known as platform work [52], is made possible when a platform facilitates the
completion of a task by outsourcing it to an undefined large network of people, typically directly
assigning individual tasks through the digital platform [30, 66]. Gig work platforms recruit workers
through the promise of independence and flexibility [31] as well as a pathway to entrepreneurship
[56]. Yet upon further scrutiny, these platforms have been shown to systematically reduce earnings
for workers, and act more like ‘shadow’ corporations that rely on a transient workforce to become
prominent in the economy [21]. Others find that the always-on nature of work caused by targets
and incentives leads to burnout [26, 42, 80].
As more people join these platforms, a new class of workers has emerged, brought together by
the on-demand and precarious nature of their work [25]. This largely heterogeneous population
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[28, 77] can be categorized under digital and location-specific labour [24, 29]. While the former
allows workers to perform work remotely through online micro-tasks like crowd work [25] or
freelance projects [70], the latter typically requires some form of physical contact with customers
[24]. We focus on an the understudied population of location-specific gig labour—delivery work.
2.1.1 Delivery Work. Urban Indian cities have built a strong economy around app-based delivery
services in the last few years, primarily to serve the needs of middle- and upper-middle class
consumers. Several start-ups have started delivery services for a range of items, including groceries, food, and personal concierge services that will deliver anything from one part of a city
to another. Our focus on delivery work is concerned with location-based labor where delivery
workers physically engage with a variety of stakeholders (e.g. restaurants, customers) to complete
their assigned tasks. The physical nature of delivery work creates unique challenges and risks
unlike those experienced in purely digital forms of gig labor [44]. Delivery work is also different
from ridesharing because delivery workers have a different last-mile problem, in that they are
responsible for handing over goods to an individual, which often requires finding homes in poorly
labeled neighbourhoods, or dealing with apartment security, each of which involves uncertainties
in managing time taken per job. Delivery workers typically travel with more vulnerable modes
of transportation, such as a motorbike or bicycle [31]. Unlike a car, these forms of transportation
typically require physical strength to cycle long distances and lack various safety protections on
the road [23, 27]. Delivered goods also require specific forms of care (such as food needing to be
kept warm, cold, or balanced for spillage) or involve carrying several bags precariously attached to
the worker’s body, to optimize drop tasks (see Figure 1).

Fig. 1. Delivery worker in Bangalore (credit: authors)

The majority of research on delivery work has taken place in Europe and Australia [23, 27, 31].
In these contexts, workers have experienced lack of agency in deciding their schedule due to
increased incentives [31]. Job quality was also found to be heavily dependent on workers’ at-home
circumstances, such as number of dependents, age, and income requirements [23]. In response,
workers in these areas have begun to mobilize for better wages and protections [64, 72, 73]. We
contribute to the nascent yet critical area of delivery worker research by studying how local social
structures in the Global South exacerbate risks of on-demand labor through the experience of social
isolation.
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Social Isolation at Work

The concern with isolation in the workplace has grown over recent years as the individualization of
risk and insecurity become common in late-modern work [6]. Workers are taking on more risk and
responsibility traditionally absorbed by employers [21, 49], and this challenge is only getting worse
with gig work where workers are not afforded protections of traditional employees [8]. While many
people have studied the experience of isolation in the workplace [43], few have studied how the
nature of one’s work influences isolation from friends, family, and society in general. We frame our
study in the context of social isolation to understand how the flexibility and independence of gig
work may come at a social cost.
Social isolation is defined as the exclusion from meaningful relationships that can offer interrelational and instrumental support [40]. Inter-relational support refers to activities between
people that can provide feelings of integration, involvement, and acceptance (e.g. companionship,
emotional support) [40, 46]. Instrumental support refers to activities that have a practical outcome,
like providing tangible help (e.g. doing chores, lending finances) [40, 46]. Together, inter-relational
and instrumental support constitute two main benefits to social relationships. Lack thereof has been
shown to cause feelings loneliness, depression, and low self-worth [58, 62, 78]. While other various
personal factors influence the likelihood of social isolation, including age, sex, health conditions,
etc. [40], we focus on the effect of one’s position in the labor force.
Existing work examining the intersection of isolation and work focuses on the experience
of isolation from work colleagues. This is particularly prevalent among teleworking employees,
those who work virtually with limited physical interaction with peers [22]. Similar to teleworking,
delivery workers are provided assignments digitally and do not perform their work in a central
office location. Unlike many teleworkers, the tasks of delivery work are highly individualized and
not team based, which might make the nature of delivery work even more isolating than previously
studied work environments. Lack of physical interaction with colleagues leads to lower levels of
personal networking, informal learning, and mentoring from peers [14, 43], which has been shown
to contribute to lower job performance [22]. While the majority of literature on workplace isolation
focuses on the disconnect between work peers, we study how the nature of gig work hinders
personal relationships outside of work critical for feelings of self-worth and accessing resources.
We expand on literature on isolation at work [15] and social isolation [40] to understand how the
structure and stigma of delivery work reduce opportunities for inter-relational and instrumental
support. While there are some reports connecting gig work to social isolation [67], few have studied
what aspects of the job might cause isolation, the different ways in which workers experience these
effects, and how they subvert these risks.
3
3.1

METHODS
Participants

We performed 21 interviews with delivery workers affiliated with three delivery related companies. For protecting participants’ anonymity, these are referred to as Foodstop (17 participants),
Deliverystop (1 participant), and Gourmetstop (3 participants). Foodstop and Gourmetstop were
both predominantly food delivery platforms, while Deliverystop was a platform that also delivered a large range of products from food to car keys, etc. Foodstop and Gourmetstop are seen as
competitors in the market. Workers often have experience in working for both apps, but typically
not at the same time. All delivery partners in this study were working full time for one of these
platforms. Respondents had generally worked as delivery partners from 6 months to four years,
and their ages ranged from early 20s to the late 30s. In general, delivery work tends to be done
by younger males, who are typically required to have their own vehicles. From our sample, seven
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had completed a college degree or higher. Eleven participants were from the state of Karnataka,
while ten had migrated into the city for work. Because of the diversity of backgrounds, thirteen
interviews were performed in Kannada, two in English, five in Tamil, and one in Hindi. Most
participants had performed other types of work before delivery work. However these previous jobs
varied widely, including work in the tech sector, sales, farming, and teaching. All participants were
male, as is the norm with delivery work in India.

3.2

Data Collection

3.2.1 Context. Recruitment was performed at three common food pickup spots, known as “cloud
kitchens.” Cloud kitchens are kitchens that are created for delivery apps. In the case of Bangalore,
cloud kitchens exist in clusters typically at the base of small malls and work buildings. Most cloud
kitchens were affiliated with one delivery platform. We found that delivery workers typically
waited around cloud kitchens for potential orders between 3-6pm when order deliveries are slow.
These cloud kitchen recruitment locations were located in the neighborhoods of Koramangala,
Electronic City, and BTM Layout, places with large upper-class populations who were more likely
to place food delivery orders. We chose these three places because they were some of the most
popular food delivery sources in Bangalore, and represented three different types of neighborhoods:
Koramangala is in the middle of a commercial area with lots of restaurants; BTM Layout is in the
middle of a largely residential area with some commercial establishments; and Electronic City is
located in a large IT sector office area. The cloud kitchens in BTM Layout and Electronic City
had a predominantly Foodstop population of delivery partners, while the delivery workers at
Koramangala had workers from Deliverystop and Gourmetstop. Unfortunately, due to the COVID19 pandemic, we were unable to spend as much time at the other cloud kitchens affiliated to
Gourmetstop as originally intended. Recruiting and performing interviews with workers at cloud
kitchens ensures that workers do not lose jobs, since the app assigns work based on proximity to
the pickup location.
3.2.2 Procedure. One, or sometimes two researchers (authors here), approached workers in person
at the cloud kitchens by stating that they were working on a project to better understand the
experiences of delivery workers. The primary interviewer in this project had past work experience
with delivery workers as a researcher and in collectivization efforts, which helped build rapport
during initial conversations. Interviews lasted on average 30 minutes (20-40 minutes) depending
on the worker’s availability. Our initial interview protocol included questions ranging from their
experiences with the daily work issues, including the delivery process to questions contextualizing
their work to their daily social, economic, and cultural lives. We performed a first round of interviews
with 5 people, during which participants elaborated on the topics of public perception of delivery
work, family dynamics, and feelings of social isolation. The rest of the interviews then further
focused on how these perceptions affected the way delivery workers lived and worked. We have
added our final interview protocol in the appendix. Interviews were performed from mid-January
to mid-April 2020. Since our last six interviews occurred during the COVID lockdown, they were
performed over the phone and included questions about lockdown-related coping. Respondents
were offered 500 Rs ($6.77) compensation for interviews ranging from 20-40 minutes, which
was estimated to be about eight times what they would make performing delivery work for the
same amount of time. Overall, 15 interviews were conducted in person and 6 over the phone. All
interviews were transcribed and translated into English. The study was IRB-approved.
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Analysis

We approach the data analysis with open coding [59] to identify broad themes around the experiences of performing delivery work. This initial round of coding identified high level themes, such as
social isolation, vulnerability, and shame. After reviewing literature in each of these areas, we found
that frameworks of social isolation most accurately described the worker experiences in the findings.
This background research combined with initial open coding informed our research question: How
do delivery workers experience and respond to social isolation as a result of their work? Following
Machielse’s definition of social isolation [40], we applied protocol coding [59] to identify instances
where workers expressed experiencing or lacking inter-relational and instrumental support as a
result of their job. We then returned to open coding to identify sub-themes identifying the causes
of and responses to these moments. Throughout this process, two researchers worked together to
first discuss the transcripts, performing the first round of open-coding together. They then worked
together to code a portion of the data in the second and third round of coding, while one researcher
finished coding the rest of the data after agreement was established. Any disagreements in coding
were resolved through further elaboration of the context and participant background.
4

FINDINGS

Interviews with delivery workers unveiled how experiences of social isolation shaped how they
related to friends, family, and work peers. First, workers experienced isolation from inter-relational
support because the schedule demands of delivery work and stigma associated with gig labor
reduces opportunities for acceptance and companionship outside of work. Second, the physical
nature of delivery work reduces access to traditional sources of instrumental support, particularly
during late-night deliveries when work was considered more dangerous. We document the various
ways delivery workers responded to these experiences through the development of peer worker
networks and highlight the critical role these networks play in combating risks of social isolation
and creating a safer work environment (Table 1).
4.1

Inter-relational Support

Delivery workers become isolated from inter-relational support due to the individualized nature of
the work–workers are alone most of the working day, on the road going from site to site. While
workers can technically decide what days and hours they want to work, we find that the public
perception and incentives of app-based delivery work hinders relationships with friends and family
that can provide companionship and acceptance among wider social circles.
4.1.1 Alienation from Friends and Family due to Work Structures. Traditionally, delivery work in
India was performed by young men who worked at restaurants and dropped off food for customers.
With the advent of app-based delivery work, these workers are no longer affiliated with individual
restaurants and now spend the majority of their time on the road without any formal home base.
The timing of delivery work leads to fewer opportunities to see friends and family because work
incentives (e.g. increased orders, bonus pay) are promoted during times of rest. In order to serve
the convenience of the middle-class and 9-to-5 working customers, services are typically requested
during peak off-hours: after work, during lunch breaks, as well as holidays, and vacation periods.
For instance, P10, a 29 year old who has been a delivery worker for 1.5 years, expressed how the
timing of deliveries has pushed him to work odd hours that prevent socialization outside of work.
I am unable to meet my friends because they are free during the weekends, while the
weekends are where most of our [delivery] work is done...When there is a festival we get
a lot of orders and [my friends] go back to their hometown. So, meeting any hometown
friends will never happen, those days are gone...Even with family I am not able to spend
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Table 1. Causes and responses to social isolation in app-based delivery work

Causes

Worker Responses

(Lack of)
InterRelational
Support

• Alienation from friends and fam- • Obscuring work identity from
ily due to work hours and strucfriends and family
tures
• Avoiding social gatherings
• Turning to worker networks for
• Stigma of delivery work
companionship

(Lack of)
Instrumental
support

• Individual nature of delivery work • Working long hours and staycreates safety risks
ing within proximity of cloud
• Lack of platform and state aid in
kitchens even in periods of no ordangerous working conditions
ders
• Worker networks for emergency
support

time with them. Because the targets are never completed, there is no time. Other than
eating lunch, I’m just always working, the full night also working.
Not being able to engage with family and friends regularly increases the sense of loneliness.
Fifteen delivery workers we interviewed expressed a desire to leave delivery work and were on
the lookout for better jobs. Yet, previous literature highlights the importance of informal social
engagement with friends and friends-of-friends in accessing new employment opportunities [11].
Various participants, like P6, highlighted the unstable work-life balance needed to sustain their
families, which often meant rarely seeing them.
Roughly if you work for day and night, we can take 30-40,000 INR monthly, but it needs
a lot of hard work and patience...It means like morning if we leave home by 11am then
at night time we reach home at 4am...We have to travel like a football, from one place to
another.
A monthly take-home of 30,000-40,000 INR is physically demanding for such work and converts
to about $400-550 per month. It does not translate easily to an aspirational middle-class life. For
P6, this was barely enough to take care of his wife and two children living with him in Bangalore,
and his younger brother and mother living in his home state. With five dependents, he expressed
that the amount he made every month, working 17 hours a day, was just enough to break even.
Because workers are only paid for performing delivery work, and not waiting for work, they must
always be “on-the-job,” meaning signed on as active on the app, often taking naps in parked cars or
waiting near cloud kitchens in hopes of getting enough orders to meet their daily quotas.
4.1.2 Public and Personal Stigma of Delivery Work. But, perhaps even more challenging than
the incentive structures was dealing with the negative public perception of working in the gig
economy. Practices and attitudes towards manual and service labour in India are rooted in complex
hierarchies of the caste system and patriarchy [48]. These impact both the workers’ performance
and imagination of delivery work. Participants described socially prestigious work as that which
had artifacts and outward forms of white-collar work, such as formal dress, a desk in an office, fixed
daily hours, and free weekends. Even though many praised the freedom of working on-demand
without a formal boss, upon further elaboration, they expressed this informality was negatively
perceived among their social circles. For instance, P11 described experiencing a shift in how people
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viewed him when he switched from IT work to becoming a delivery worker, leading him to avoid
public events with his family.
When [people] asked me [about my job] then, I was easily able to say I worked for [a
technology company]. That was a software company. In this society, that’s what they all
expect. Someone should do software work. Now, if you are a delivery boy then they will
look down on you and they will speak down to you...I was scared in case my friends all
saw what I do...Before, whenever there was any function I would go and attend them. Now,
we [my family] are unable to go to these functions. When they [my friends] come and ask
what jobs I am doing now, I am embarrassed.
Five respondents felt that delivery work was seen as low-prestige, partly because of its association
with “unskilled” work that is increasingly visible given the presence of multitudes of uniformed
delivery workers on city streets.
Prestige associated with work influences the creation of new social relationships. In few places is
this more evident than in one of the central markers of social equation—in discussions of marriage
alliances. Some respondents noted familial discomfort when household males became delivery
workers or expressed discomfort with marrying their daughters to workers in the gig economy.
Some of this discomfort stems from the unpredictability and informal nature of work, which can
bar workers from steady income and participation in financial institutions needed to manage a
household.
Unlike in other sectors where time spent at work engenders career advancement and higher
pay, with delivery work, there is little opportunity for growth. Workers reported income declining
over time, attributing much of these changes to new workers joining the platform and platforms
algorithmically assigning more jobs to first-time workers to engage them early on, something they
themselves enjoyed when they started this work.
Many migrant workers who were the main breadwinners for their families described relocating
from different parts of the state to perform delivery work in the city, only to hide their job identity
from those back at home. P14 described how he hid his identity as a delivery worker from his
family for six months. When asked why, he spoke of the stigma associated with delivery work, a
job he specifically took to pay back loans for his brother’s education.
They [my family] said the previous company work was good [as a mechanic]. There was
a future in that they said. They said to sit and think about my future. But it didn’t work
out there, and the salary wasn’t good...I had a lot of problems paying for my younger
brother’s Master’s degree fees, it was very high. My father was not able to work. There’s
no one else who is earning. I am a one man army for my family. I am the only one.
The incentive aspect of gig work motivated many people to switch from relatively higher security,
but lower overall pay, professions such as retail sales, teaching, auto repair etc., to delivery work.
Overall, delivery workers described working at odd hours and often leaving their familial support
structures for the chance at higher income, only to find unstable and declining pay.
4.1.3 Worker Networks for Companionship. In the absence of companionship and acceptance from
friends, family, and general society, workers developed friendships with work peers through a
range of technological and non-technological means. Although the algorithmic regime of delivery
apps aims to optimize the time taken for each delivery, thereby reducing opportunity for idling and
casual interactions between jobs, workers got connected to each other through online message
groups (e.g. WhatsApp) or meeting each other in person at food pickup locations. P12 describes
the mental break this companionship affords.
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Yes we have a Whatsapp [group], but it’s not led by Foodstop. It is mainly Foodstop
workers . . . [We talk about] personal things, if someone needs to take two days off or if
someone has a financial problem. I mean, we have made a sub-group that’s even closer for
friends. For our boys, the ones we speak to more we’ve made a separate group for them. In
that group, we share whatever is bothering us. If there is anything, we put it on the group
and it is very active.
In conversations, it also emerged that these interactions, however fleeting, were interwoven into
the delivery work experience. The engagements with peers while waiting for a pick up or drop off
seemed to play a significant role in worker’s sense of socialization and well-being. Respondents
talked about discussing locations of drops, the number of deliveries one completed, or the kinds of
customer interactions one had. Yet, it wasn’t any specific engagement that was particularly useful.
Rather, being part of a community gave a sense of reduced social isolation. These online messaging
groups had anywhere between 30 to 100 people.
4.2

Instrumental Support

Worker networks provided more than just opportunities for friendship. They were also critical for
on-the-job safety and emergency support. Workers describe how the individual nature of work,
often being performed at odd hours of the day, increases chances of physical danger and reduced
access to traditional forms of instrumental forms of support from the platform and state.
4.2.1 Individual Nature of Delivery Work Creates Safety Risks. Workers must bear the physical risks
of constantly driving around the city in heavy traffic on a motorbike and carrying packages that
need to be handled carefully because of food contents. This way of working may allow for greater
flexibility and independence, but ultimately endanger workers when incentivized to make deliveries
at night and in secluded locations. Workers are incentivized to perform night time deliveries when
platforms offer to pay as much as two thirds more per task.
Even though workers can make significantly more during these hours, they are hesitant to
take jobs because of the risk of “blast zones.” Workers describe “blast zones” as situations where
customers request Cash on Delivery (COD), typically late at night, and to be delivered to an isolated
or vague location. In these cases, workers are either swindled out of payment or worse, attacked by
a group of people who steal their phone, motorbike, and/or delivery orders.
Like late nights mostly we have incidents. Most of our friends have lost their mobile
phones, they got beaten up. So these kinds of things are there, but our customer support at
night time, they don’t respond...If we cancel that one it becomes a dispute, meaning in the
sense it will affect us in getting the incentives. -P6
Workers are often incentivised by the platforms to work later at night, but were not given any
additional safety mechanisms from the platform during these particularly dangerous hours. Workers
were also disinclined to rely on other institutional mechanisms, such as law enforcement, because
they felt that the police were less likely to take their side and instead accuse them of misdeeds [65].
The lack of instrumental support from the state was exacerbated during the COVID-19 lockdown,
when the Karnataka state government produced a stimulus package for those working in the
unorganised sectors, but did not include gig workers [41]. Instead, delivery workers were further
denied any allowances to pause work for safety reasons because they were defined as essential
service providers [2], allowing platforms to expand services and demand more from workers [51].
4.2.2 Worker Networks for Emergency Support. In response to the lack of instrumental support
from the platform and state, workers’ WhatsApp groups served as peer emergency networks.
Workers sought feedback about delivery locations, risks of cash on delivery, whether they should
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take certain jobs, and even offered each other financial help when needed. Despite being a delivery
worker for almost 1.5 years, P8 is still fearful over performing delivery work alone and utilises his
peer networks for protection.
If there is a problem with a location or something then we have made a WhatsApp group.
So if there is any issue, if there are fake orders which are very common at night–when
they put cash on delivery–we ask if we should go there or not. We make sure the address is
clear. If the restaurant’s name is nowhere and the location is neither here nor there, like if
there is a restaurant with three or four names, then we ask one of our friends and find out.
When it comes to instrumental support, workers often group together especially during times of
physical distress. As P10 described, there is an unwritten agreement among delivery partners to
always defend other delivery partners “irrespective of who is wrong.” He described,
If someone gets into an accident, no one will care if they have to deliver orders, and within
five to ten minutes they will all come together [and help the worker in need]....Not just me,
but anybody here who has anything happened to them, they will come to speak for them.
Here sometimes when boys get into any type of problems, everyone goes fast to help them.
Everyone has a very helping nature as it is very much the same for everyone because we
all face the same problem.
With the work being performed all around the city, workers must coordinate on-demand support
networks wherever they go. The seemingly mundane online chats between workers in which they
constantly report where they are going and asking who is traveling where is reframed as a highly
coordinated effort to also preserve each other’s wellbeing and safety. This social support can range
from offering to fill someone’s gas tank nearby if they are low in cash to defending another worker
in physical disputes.
These networks are particularly important when workers get into accidents or are attacked.
While some platforms provide accident insurance in case of an emergency, workers must first pay
out of pocket. For workers who provide for their family by living paycheck to paycheck, meeting
these unexpected payments may not be affordable. Even worse, covering these costs may also
mean not being able to meet loan or debt payments, which can instigate significant penalties [20].
Some have taken extra precautions by creating informal partnerships with other drivers in a kind
of “buddy system.” P11, who performs a significant part of his delivery work between 12-3am,
described how he rides with another delivery worker to minimize the risks from working alone.
When I am doing an order I have a friend there... At midnight or even 3am then we will
all do it together. If I am not there, then he will take leave, and if he is not there, then I
will take leave. Like this, we are rotating every night. We also have a [WhatsApp] group,
so if there is anything, I will put it on the group.
These workers described layers of support, combining this ride-along practice while staying
updated in online chat groups with other drivers. Even though both cannot work at the same time,
this partnership allows them to keep each other company while preserving their collective safety.
However, the informal nature of these groups sets boundaries of their own—language and
regional affiliation being key in what allowed for new friendships. Unlike in a number of blue
collar jobs, in which people could speak and engage with others from their home states or in some
lingua franca if the work was physically co-located, delivery work was largely done by Kannada
speakers from within the state due to their obvious advantage with directions, reading street signs,
or interacting with customers. This meant that migrants who worked in this space had carved out
groups of their own. For example, P13 created a WhatsApp group to aid migrant workers from
Tamil Nadu with on-the-job questions and issues.
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A lot of people like me have come to Bangalore without knowing the language, only
knowing Tamil and joining this job. And now I know Kannada and all languages. And I
know how it is like to work in Bangalore, how people are in this city, who will rob us, who
will do what to us...And because of that I thought we should help them.
Many did not anticipate the physical risks they would be taking in order to participate in delivery
work. Removed from many support structures and benefits available to traditional employment,
delivery workers adopted strategies to collectively support each other in order to minimize at least
some of the on-the-job risks.
5 DISCUSSION
Few developments have changed consumption patterns in metropolitan middle and upper-middle
class India more than app-based delivery services. From the near ubiquity of motorbikes with
color-coordinated riders ferrying groceries, restaurant couriers, and casual door-to-door drops, to
the large number of television and print advertisements for delivery services, these have come to
present a metaphor of a new consumption culture. While the recruitment for this work is driven
by a discourse of professionalism—uniforms, technological management, cashless payments—the
reality of day-to-day work in this space creates underprivileged wage earners disciplined at once
by technology as well as the cultural redlines of the Indian class system.
We find that while app-based incentives repeatedly emerge as a temporal driver of sign-ups, the
subsequent and inevitable shock at the decline of earnings over time experienced across multiple
riders exposes the caprice of the decision to hop onto the platform. The COVID-19 crisis has also
laid bare the extremity of their exposure to short-term demand, as riders faced catastrophic decline
in earnings [3], despite delivery services being among the few services to continue to operate,
dangerously, through this period.
The impact of gig work must be understood within the cultural and structural context of the
geographies where they are taking place [5]. We see that the dominant ways in which corporations
and even the mainstream discourse have often projected gig work, as part-time engagement for
seeking additional income or other forms of fulfillment, do not hold true in our study context.
Rather than allowing for greater professional independence through on-demand income, these
professions become workers’ primary economic pursuits, and in turn isolate them from support
networks. Likewise, notions that engaging with gig platforms expands horizons as workers get to
try their hands at new work may also be overstated.
We identify two dimensions along which class hierarchies isolate workers: inter-relational and
instrumental. Workers experience isolation through the stigma of gig work. In the complex Indian
class system, the uniformed appearance is not necessarily a signifier of workplace pride. The same
artifact that acts as an advertisement for a product’s wide uptake, as streets are flooded with men
wearing their delivery brand jackets, may act as a reminder to the worker of being part of a undervalued occupation. For them, it is increasingly clear that delivery work may define an aspirational
ceiling in a gig work driven future with neither the protections, nor the skill-development and
possibilities for progression that traditional blue collar professions offer.
5.1

Effect of Stigma on Inter-relational Support

Inter-relational support is critical for feeling accepted, valued, and integrated in society. Part of
fostering this companionship is through the mundane–such as delivery workers sharing information
about where they are picking up food, experiences with customers, neighborhoods they have
serviced, and the banter that accompanies that. Connecting with others by sharing everyday
experiences has been found to mitigate feelings of social isolation in other contexts as well, such as
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among older adults who feel isolated from family [7] and care workers who also work in particularly
stressful circumstances [76].
Unlike in workplace isolation research in other settings, we find that a critical part of isolation
in delivery work is alienation from friends and family that occurs as a result of stigma associated
with the work. Stigma refers to any persistent individual or group attribute which evokes negative
or punitive responses [37] and works against self worth and self valuations [74]. As we find here,
the physical nature of delivery work impacts its perception, as does it’s discourse as something
that is ad-hoc, temporal, or a source of extra income, which consequently presents it as a stop-gap
to something more permanent [26]. The social taint is emphasized in the unwillingness of families
to propose marriage alliances with men working in delivery, as well as reports from respondents
of their own family members requesting them to change jobs, even if it leads to greater financial
hardship. In response, some workers further isolate themselves, physically and emotionally.
As more people flock to delivery work out of necessity, it is critical to develop these platforms
as places of professional growth rather than stagnation in order to combat impressions of stigma
[26]. Gig work platforms may market themselves as short term activities [26], but the reality is
that many people are forced to stay in these jobs for years in order to pay off loans and debt
[20]. Delivery workers have aspirations to advance socio-economically and are open to learning
associated skills, like how to speak a new language or how to run a business, if such opportunities
are free or affordable. For example, gig-based beauty work platforms provide low-cost opportunities
for their on-demand workers to learn new skills in the field, such as transitioning to becoming a
make-up or hair stylist, and in the process highlight ‘professionalization’ which pushes workers to
be more entrepreneurial [55]. Such work can give a sense of second-order skills that workers can
take forth with them. Similarly, other platforms train crowd workers to become managers of crowd
work teams, giving them a greater sense of leadership and responsibility [36]. For delivery work as
currently structured, especially post-COVID, the focus is on reducing customer interaction as far
as possible, restricting delivery workers to simply the task of taking things from point A to B, with
little opportunity to even pick up skills to rise up a career ladder in supervisory roles. Platforms
can change this by affirmatively creating pathways to growth in their organizations.
Outside of opportunities to combat stigma, there is a need to extend policies that prevent
overwork by raising wages and reducing punitive action for non-working days. Workers spoke of
being forcibly logged out if they didn’t log in regularly. This, combined with not being compensated
for waiting-for-orders time, means work days that are logged as only an hour long could actually
be multiple-hour events. Such policies may force platforms to limit the number of new worker
sign-ups, but would at least provide some sort of stability for existing workers in order to maintain
their daily livelihood and corresponding relationships.
5.2

Delivery Worker Networks as Source of Instrumental Support

Similar to other low-wage work [17, 35, 79], delivery workers must perform significant additional
labor to coordinate safer and fairer working conditions. Previous research on low-wage workers
highlights the individual labor that time-tracking and customer-relations management systems
place on workers to document their hours and access fair wages [17, 35]. In the case of delivery
apps, algorithms place similar burdens by incentivizing workers to log long hours and accept
deliveries late at night when there is higher risk for robberies and attacks.
In response to the danger of performing delivery work and lack of traditional sources of instrumental support from the platform and state, workers have formed online emergency networks
through online group chat apps to serve the immediate needs of their peers. Such coordination can
be critical when workers deliver in “blast zones,” where the likelihood of attacks is higher. For an
algorithm, the means of mitigating such risk may just be to consider the cost of lost goods. But, how
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does a worker quantify the anxiety of fulfilling an order in an unsafe zone when the alternative is
to decline the job and lose their ranking?
The tactics of coping used by delivery workers are comparable to collaborative activities seen in
other gig work communities like crowd work, where workers share when good gigs are posted and
offer each other technological support when getting started [25]. What we observe here is similar
to what Ticona’s work on service workers has shown [75]. Communication technologies, such as
WhatsApp are used as a strategy against platform control and a means to develop friendships with
peers at a distance. But, unlike these other professions, the physically isolating nature of delivery
work places additional strain on workers to coordinate information about how to complete jobs
and respond to potential last-minute emergency responses.
One way forward is to identify how to connect the most vulnerable delivery workers (i.e. migrants,
new recruits) with peer support networks. Previous work on onboarding newcomers to digital
communities provides advice for how to help people feel welcome and learn community norms
[34, 47]. Others have described pairing newcomers up with experts to access on-the-job training
[71]. However, it seems that informal networks are already highly effective among delivery workers.
We encourage further research on how these groups form and what factors influence their use, like
privacy and accessibility.
These challenges emphasize that distributed forms of collectivizing are even more important
during times of crisis when workers are restricted from meeting in person. Existing work on
collectivizing online in gig work has described the design of tools that support crowd workers
in mobilizing around issues, such as co-writing letters in protest [60]. HCI researchers studying
social movements emphasize the importance of allowing for storytelling in promoting activism
[16]. Others studying collective action online more broadly highlight the importance of working
together to identify a problem, generate and select ideas, coordinate, and assess action [63]. Research aiming to build tools that support collective action in delivery work could leverage these
previous approaches, as well as historical union tactics [33], in the design of similar initiatives
or systems. Further work must also be done to understand how digital means of communicating
could resonate with government entities, with whom collectives of delivery workers in India
interface most. In addition, more work must be done to understand how digital technologies could
coordinate collective efforts in contexts where workers are using out-of-date mobile technologies,
have unreliable wifi connection, and speak different local languages.
6

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE WORK

We acknowledge the limitations associated with studying a single city, like Bangalore. We intend
that the work provide an in-depth study of a particular region in the Global South. We believe
this approach allowed us to engage more deeply with the experiences of workers. Although this
limits the generalizability of our findings, we believe the risks of isolation identified in the findings
are also experienced with other gig work populations, given the similarity in platform rules and
individual nature of work. Second, even though we recruited through a variety of cloud kitchens
(common food pickup spots), the majority of workers we spoke to worked for one delivery work
platform, which could bias the data.
In the future, we would like to perform additional research on collective action activities in the
gig economy. Our findings on the central role of peer networks in combating isolation only unveils
the surface of these activities. Further research would help uncover how workers are organizing,
and what role technologies play in this process. These efforts could lead to additional ways to
understand how network building activities compare between different types of gig work and in
different parts of the world.
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CONCLUSION

Our study interrogates the contours of social isolation that accompany performing delivery work
in a metropolitan Indian setting. Workers experience social isolation because working hours are
not conducive to maintaining relationships outside of work, while the stigma deters engagement in
general. In addition, the platforms provide minimal instrumental support for workers and often
incentivise them to take jobs that put them in physical danger. It is therefore important that we
understand how such forms of isolation affect the behaviours and coping mechanisms of people
who undertake this work. Though many workers have created their own relationships with other
workers by forming worker networks through WhatsApp and other social media, thus facilitating
companionship and emergency support, the structure and functions of platform work nonetheless
expose them to continued precarious work conditions. Our work is a call for greater institutional
protection for delivery workers that limit social isolation and the associated risks. We propose that
progress in this direction will come from efforts to collectivize and engage platforms in enabling
more productive and stable work conditions.
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