Journal of Social Science Studies Vol. 3, No. 2, July 2023, pages 295 - 304

Engineering the Digital Precariat: Architectures of Instability and

Algorithmic Control in the Platform Economy

Rohmawati, Rahayu Mardikaningsih

Universitas Sunan Giri Surabaya, Indonesia

ARTICLE INFO

Article history:

Received 11 February 2023
Revised 27 April 2023
Accepted 6 June 2023

Key words:
Platform economy,
Digital precariat,
Algorithmic control,
Labor instability,
Social protection,
Labor,

Industrial relations.

INTRODUCTION

ABSTRACT

This systematic literature review investigates the formation of the digital precariat within
the platform economy, focusing on the systemic production of labor instability and the
operation of algorithmic control. Through a qualitative thematic synthesis of scholarly
works, the study addresses two research questions: how platform architecture and
business models generate instability and erode social protection, and how algorithmic
management governs platform labor. The analysis reveals that the precariat is not an
accidental byproduct but a deliberate outcome of a business model built on the legal
classification of workers as independent contractors, dynamic pricing, asymmetric
commission structures, and maintained labor surplus. This architecture shifts all risks
and costs onto workers while platforms retain control and extract stable value.
Furthermore, algorithmic control operates through information asymmetries, rating-
based discipline, pervasive surveillance, and gamification, which collectively erode
worker autonomy, constrain agency, and critically undermine collective capacity by
isolating and atomizing the workforce. The study concludes that the digital precariat is
a class defined by technological connection coupled with economic vulnerability and
social fragmentation, engineered by a political-economic model prioritizing flexible
extraction and accountability avoidance. The findings necessitate a fundamental
rethinking of labor regulation, advocating for new legal categories, portable social
protections, algorithmic transparency, and innovative strategies for worker organization
in the digital age.

innovation, convenience, and empowerment,

The development of digital technology and the
internet have given rise to a new form of economic
organisation that disrupts traditional business
models and working relationships. This form is
known as the platform economy or sharing economy,
which facilitates the exchange of goods, services, or
information between users through a centralized
digital infrastructure. Platforms such as Uber, Gojek,
or Freelancer operate by creating two-sided markets
that connect service providers with consumers,
claiming higher efficiency, flexibility, and access to
job opportunities. However, participation in this
economy is highly dependent on fundamental
technical aspects, such as ease of access to the
platform and user trust in the quality of interactions
and transactions that occur within it (Kemarauwana
& Darmawan, 2020). The dominant narrative in
public discourse often emphasizes aspects of

portraying platforms as neutral intermediaries that
merely provide technology. However, behind the
ease of the user interface and the promise of
flexibility, there are complex work structures and
industrial relations that require critical examination.
These changes are not merely technical evolutions,
but fundamental socio-economic transformations
that reshape the logic of work, workers' rights, and
the distribution of power in industrial relations.

The concept of work in the platform economy
has undergone a significant redefinition. Workers,
often referred to as ‘"partners", '"independent
contractors" or "users", are not legally recognized as
employees. This classification underpins the
platform business model, as it frees companies from
the legal and financial obligations inherent in formal
employment relationships, such as minimum wage
payments, social security, health insurance, paid
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holidays or compensation for accidents at work. This
release from legal responsibility is not only related to
employment relationships, but also reflects a narrow
form of accountability, in which platforms shift
various social and environmental risks to external
parties (Darmawan, 2022). The promised flexibility,
such as the freedom to choose working hours, is in
practice inversely proportional to the structural
insecurity that workers must bear. They live in
conditions of constant economic uncertainty,
without protection against fluctuations in demand,
unilateral changes in platform policy, or the risk of
loss due to illness or injury. Thus, this
transformation of work leads to a condition of
systemic vulnerability in which responsibility for
livelihood and welfare is shifted entirely from the
company to the individual worker.

The control structure in the platform economy
has also undergone a paradigm shift. Managerial
control is no longer exercised directly by human
supervisors, but is mediated and automated
through algorithms and rating systems. Algorithms
allocate  tasks, determine prices, monitor
performance, evaluate customer satisfaction, and
ultimately can terminate workers' access to the
platform. These algorithmic control systems are
often opaque, making it difficult for workers to
understand the rules governing their work or to
appeal unfair decisions. The two-way rating
mechanism between consumers and workers, while
seemingly democratic, can create enormous
psychological pressure, forcing workers to
constantly perform with extra friendliness and
tolerate inappropriate customer behavior in order
to maintain their commercial value. The control
hidden behind this user-friendly interface is a new
form of work discipline that is highly effective and
difficult to resist.

The group of workers involved in the platform
economy is conceptualized as the "digital precariat".
This term is an extension of the concept of the
precariat proposed by Guy Standing, which refers to
a new social class characterized by job instability, a
lack of clear job identity, and minimal social rights
and protections. The digital dimension adds a new
layer of specificity, in which this instability is
exacerbated and mediated entirely by platform
technology. The adoption of platform technology as
a means of work also presents new challenges to
inclusivity, where gaps in digital access and skills can
deepen existing social inequalities (Arifin &
Darmawan, 2021; Ramle & Mardikaningsih, 2022).
The digital precariat are workers who are
technologically connected but socially disconnected

296

from traditional worker safety nets and collectivities.
They are online motorcycle taxi drivers, food
couriers, freelance workers on digital platforms, and
micro content creators who depend on algorithms for
their income. This class is global, emerging in both
developed and developing countries with similar
patterns of vulnerability, albeit modified by local
labor market conditions and regulations.

This literature review aims to investigate
working conditions and industrial relations in the
platform economy with a specific focus on the
formation of the digital precariat. The review will
analyse how the technical architecture and business
models of platforms produce systemic job instability,
how the lack of social protection is institutionalized
through the legal classification of "independent
contractors", and how algorithmic control
mechanisms function to regulate and discipline the
workforce. The scientific approach used is critical
and interpretative, seeking to understand the social
and economic logic underlying what is often
presented as merely neutral technological progress.
Thus, this study seeks to contribute to the
understanding  of the  transformation  of
contemporary capitalism and the new forms of
inequality and vulnerability it generates in the
digital age.

The main problem arising from the platform
economy is the creation of a paradox of control and
responsibility. On the one hand, platforms exercise a
very high and sophisticated level of control over
work processes through pricing algorithms,
assignment systems, and data-based monitoring.
Platforms  determine  working  conditions,
commissions, service standards, and have the power
to discipline or disqualify workers. On the other
hand, platforms legally and financially relinquish
their responsibility as employers. They reject the
employer-employee relationship, thereby
successfully shifting all operational costs (vehicles,
fuel, maintenance, insurance), market risks, and
personal risks (accidents, illness) to workers. This
model allows companies to accumulate large profits
while workers bear the costs and uncertainty. The
gap between the level of control maintained and the
responsibility relinquished is at the heart of the
injustice in platform industrial relations, creating a
highly unequal power relationship under the guise
of partnership and technological neutrality.

Another fundamental problem is the erosion of
collectivity and workers' ability to resist. The
platform economy is designed to individualize
working relationships. Each worker interacts with an
app, competes for orders, and is assessed based on
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individual performance. This architecture effectively
divides the workforce, hindering the formation of
solidarity and collective identity as workers. Without
a shared physical workplace, communication
between workers is limited and often monitored by
the platform itself. Mechanisms such as rating
systems also internalize control, encouraging
workers to compete with each other and blame
themselves for failures, rather than directing
criticism at the platform's structure. This situation
weakens workers' capacity to organize, engage in
collective bargaining, or take joint action to demand
better rights. As a result, the digital precariat often
faces poor working conditions in isolation, with few
channels to collectively improve their situation,
thereby reinforcing their vulnerable position within
the platform economy structure.

The exponential growth of the platform economy
and its penetration into various service sectors
indicates that this is not a temporary trend, but a
permanent structural change in the global
employment landscape. Millions of people around
the world now depend on digital platforms for their
livelihoods, either as their main or additional source
of income. This transformation is also reflected in
monetary aspects, where digital transactions and
electronic money are increasingly replacing the role
of cash, but presenting their own strengths and
weaknesses in financial inclusion and economic
stability ~ (Sinambela & Darmawan, 2022).
Understanding the dynamics and implications of this
form of work is important because it concerns the
welfare, social justice and economic stability of a
large part of the working population. Existing labor
and social protection policies, designed for the
industrial era, have proven inadequate to regulate
and protect platform workers. In-depth studies are
needed to inform the updating of legal and policy
frameworks that can address the protection gaps and
power imbalances inherent in this model, thereby
ensuring that digital transformation does not
sacrifice the basic rights of workers.

Furthermore, the Covid-19 pandemic has both
highlighted and exacerbated the contradictions in
the platform economy. On the one hand, platform
services became vital for the distribution of goods
and services during lockdowns, placing workers
such as couriers and drivers on the front line. On the
other hand, their vulnerability was further exposed:
exposed to health risks without adequate
protection, experiencing increased work pressure,
yet still not recognized as essential workers entitled
to benefits or vaccination priority. This crisis has
been a stress test that has exposed the failure of the
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platform responsibility model. This study is
important to record the lessons learned from this
period of crisis and to build a strong argument for
the urgent need for new governance that places
worker safety and dignity at the center of the future
of digital work, preventing the normalization of
exploitation in emergencies from becoming the
permanent standard.

This literature review aims to critically analyses
working conditions and industrial relations in the
platform economy, with a focus on the construction
of the digital precariat. Specifically, this study seeks
to elucidate how the technical design and economic
logic of platforms create systemic job instability and
undermine access to traditional social protections. In
addition, this study will investigate the operation
and implications of algorithmic control as a new
mechanism for regulating and disciplining labor. The
expected theoretical contribution is a synthesis that
enriches our understanding of the transformation of
contemporary capitalism, power relations in digital
work, and the formation of a global precariat class. In
practical terms, the findings of this study are
expected to form the basis for advocating for fairer
policies, discussions on platform regulation, and the
development of alternative digital economic models
that priorities worker sovereignty and welfare.

RESEARCH METHOD

This research is a qualitative literature study designed
to examine and synthesize scientific thinking on the
platform economy and the conditions of the digital
precariat. A qualitative approach was chosen due to
its suitability for the purpose of in-depth exploration
and interpretation of a complex and evolving social
issue. The study focuses on textual analysis of a corpus
of relevant academic literature, including journal
articles, books, and research reports, to identify
themes, patterns of argument, and key concepts that
shape the discourse in this field. The main method
used is thematic synthesis, an approach that allows
researchers to organize and interpret qualitative data
from various sources in a systematic and reliable
manner. Through this synthesis, the research aims to
build a coherent and nuanced understanding of the
mechanisms of instability production and control
operations in the platform economy, going beyond a
mere summary of the literature to construct an
integrated analytical argument.

The literature search strategy was conducted
systematically = and  iteratively to  ensure
comprehensive and relevant coverage. The search
was conducted on several leading multidisciplinary
academic databases, such as Scopus, Web of Science,
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JSTOR, and Google Scholar. A combination of
keywords in English and Indonesian was used,
covering terms such as "platform economy", "gig
economy", "digital labor", "algorithmic
management", "precariat", "precarious work", "ride-
hailing", "food delivery", "freelance platform", and
their conceptual equivalents. The publication time
frame focused on the period when research on this
topic began to flourish, in order to capture the
evolution of the discourse. The inclusion criteria
established include: (1) publications that
substantively discuss the social, economic, legal, or
political aspects of platform work; (2) works that
contain analyses of business models, algorithmic
control, working conditions, or social protection for
platform workers; (3) literature from peer-reviewed
journals, academic monographs, or research reports
from reputable institutions. Popular publications,
non-academic editorials, or those that only discuss
purely technical aspects without social analysis were
excluded from the study.

The data analysis process followed the
established stages of literature-based qualitative
research. After the literature was collected and went
through an initial selection stage, each text was read
deeply and repeatedly. At this stage, open coding
was applied to mark important ideas, propositions,
and empirical findings. These initial codes were then
grouped based on thematic similarities through axial
coding, which linked main categories with sub-
categories and their contexts. The next stage is theme
selection and refinement, where potential themes are
tested for their relevance and strength in explaining
the data as a whole, then organized into a clear
thematic structure that answers the research
question. To ensure the quality and credibility of the
analysis, triangulation is carried out by comparing
perspectives from various disciplines and different
geographical contexts in the literature. The entire
analysis process is documented in detail in analytical
reflection notes, which track the development of
ideas and provide justification for each
interpretation, thus ensuring the transparency and
traceability of the research process.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The Architecture of Instability: Platform Business
Models and the Formation of the Digital Precariat
The economic architecture of platforms is built on
technical and economic foundations that inherently
generate instability for their workers. This is rooted
in the characteristics of platforms as two-sided
intermediaries that facilitate transactions between
users. This business model, which has been
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extensively analyzed by scholars such as Rochet and
Tirole (2003) within the framework of two-sided
platform theory, structurally prioritizes network
scale growth and transaction volume over the
sustainable welfare of individual service providers.
Platforms operate on a "scale up or die" logic, where
the primary goal is to attract as many users as
possible on both sides of the network to create
network effects and lock in the market. To achieve
this, platforms often subsidies one side of the market,
usually consumers, with low prices funded by
venture capital, while sacrificing short-term
profitability. The pressure to achieve scale and
market dominance translates into constant
downward pressure on workers' incomes, as
platforms strive to keep prices low for consumers
while still taking commissions. This pressure
crystallizes in the reality of the gig economy, where
income instability and worker welfare are structural
features, challenging the stability of the labor market
as a whole (Ishaq & Darmawan, 2021). Thus, income
instability is an inherent feature, not a flaw, of this
growth model.

The legal classification of workers as
"independent contractors" or "partners" is a strategic
foundation that enables this business model to
function. This status is deliberately chosen and
fought for by platform companies to avoid legal and
financial responsibilities as employers. As explained
in Cherry's (2011) legal analysis of worker
misclassification, this traditional termination of
employment allows platforms to shift all operational
costs and market risks to workers. Workers must
provide their own primary means of production, be
it vehicles, computers, or internet connections, and
bear the costs of maintenance, fuel, electricity, and
insurance. They are also responsible for their own
income taxes. This is a complex administrative and
financial responsibility, where tax compliance is
greatly influenced by factors such as tax awareness,
tax technology systems, and the quality of tax
authority services (Sinambela & Putra, 2021; Lestari,
2022; Sudja'l & Mardikaningsih, 2022). This dynamic
transforms workers into a kind of uncontrolled
micro-entrepreneurs, a phenomenon also observed
in the context of other micro-enterprises, where
levels of education and  administrative
understanding often limit access to and benefits from
formal business licensing (Mardikaningsih & Arifin,
2021). The blurring of boundaries between personal
investment and work tools creates a condition where
workers effectively run micro-businesses with their
own capital, but without control over service prices,
market rules, or access to customers, all of which are
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monopolized by the platform. This legal construction
systematically erodes access to the social protections
inherent in employee status.

Dynamic, algorithm-based pricing mechanisms,
such as surge pricing or automatic rate setting, are
key technical instruments that perpetuate income
instability. Prices are not set based on the cost of
living, working hours, or collective agreements, but
rather by algorithms that respond to fluctuations in
supply and demand in real time. Although this
sometimes provides opportunities to earn high rates,
its unpredictable and fluctuating nature makes
personal financial planning extremely difficult.
Income becomes a digital lottery, where luck is
determined by time and location. More importantly,
pricing algorithms are often opaque, preventing
workers from predicting or fully understanding how
their income is calculated. This uncertainty is a form
of computerized market discipline, pushing workers
to work longer hours or at unpredictable times in the
hope of capturing periods of high rates, thereby
eroding the boundaries between work and personal
time and reinforcing the cycle of instability. Such
algorithmic opacity poses profound ethical
challenges, demanding a responsible approach to
technology development to ensure fairness and
transparency (Radjawane & Mardikaningsih, 2022).

The platform's commission structure creates an
asymmetrical and exploitative financial
relationship. The platform takes a fixed percentage
of each transaction, which typically ranges from
20% to 30%, and sometimes even higher. This
commission is deducted before workers receive
payment, and the platform does not bear any risk if
workers do not receive orders. Thus, the platform
earns guaranteed and stable income from every
transaction that occurs in its ecosystem, while
workers bear the entire risk of lack of demand. This
model ensures the platform's profitability
regardless of the economic success or failure of
individual workers. This unequal relationship is
reminiscent of the dynamics in franchise
relationships, where the ethical balance between
franchisors and franchisees is crucial to the
sustainability and performance of the overall
business system (Putra et al., 2022). This design
effectively turns workers into residual risk bearers,
while the platform functions as an intermediary
that draws rent from every economic interaction it
facilitates. Workers' total dependence on the
platform's infrastructure and marketplace for their
livelihood, combined with the absence of
equivalent alternatives, locks them into this
dependent relationship.
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The absence of social protection is not an
oversight, but rather an intentional consequence of
this architecture. Because they are not legally
employees, platform workers do not have access to
social security systems such as pensions, company
health insurance, unemployment benefits, paid sick
leave, or workers' compensation. In many
jurisdictions, even when workers want to pay social
security ~ contributions  independently,  the
administrative systems are often not designed to
accommodate their irregular and fragmented income
patterns. This protection gap places the digital
precariat in a highly vulnerable position to life
shocks, ranging from common illnesses to work
accidents. When an online motorcycle taxi driver has
an accident, not only is their income interrupted, but
they also have to bear the cost of medical treatment
themselves, which can quickly plunge their family
into poverty. This is extreme individualization of
social risk, where the costs of life's uncertainties are
shifted entirely onto the shoulders of the individual.

The platform architecture is also designed to
maintain a large labor surplus, which further
depresses earnings and reinforces instability. With
low barriers to entry and an attractive narrative of
flexibility, platforms continually draw new workers
into their ecosystem. This abundant labor supply
gives platforms leverage in setting working
conditions, as dissatisfied workers can be easily
replaced. Competition among workers is not only for
orders, but also to maintain their access to the
platform itself. The fear of deactivation or
downgrading forces workers to accept increasingly
poor conditions, including lower rates and less
favorable work assignments. Thus, the platform's
architecture creates a perpetually saturated labor
market, preventing the formation of collective
bargaining power and ensuring that instability and
vulnerability remain the norm.

Fragmented and atomized work patterns are
another feature that deepens precariousness. Work is
broken down into separate micro-task units, such as
a single journey, a single delivery order, or a small
graphic design project. This fragmentation prevents
the cumulative recognition of workers' time and
skills. There is no concept of fixed working hours or
career progression; only a series of unconnected
tasks. This undermines professional identity and a
sense of achievement, and makes it difficult to
develop recognized and transferable skills. Workers
are trapped in a constant cycle of searching for and
completing the next task, with no clear path to
qualification, promotion, or long-term economic
stability. This condition produces a new form of
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alienation, where workers feel like replaceable cogs
in a giant algorithmic machine, with no voice or
certain future.

Dependence on ratings and digital reputation as
a form of currency adds another layer of
vulnerability. Workers' performance is constantly
measured and assessed by consumers through star
systems or reviews. Low average ratings can result in
lower priority in receiving orders, reduced
incentives, or even account termination. However,
these rating systems are prone to bias, personal
prejudice, or unrealistic consumer expectations.
Workers must perform extra emotional labor to
always appear friendly and helpful, regardless of
their personal circumstances, in order to maintain the
numbers that determine their employability. This
mechanism transforms quality control into a
disciplinary tool that internalizes surveillance,
forcing workers to regulate themselves according to
platform standards that are often unclear. The
instability caused by this system is both
psychological and economic.

At the macro level, the platform business model
contributes to the erosion of established labor
institutions and norms. By offering cheaper services
through the avoidance of labor obligations, platforms
put competitive pressure on traditional businesses
that comply with labor regulations. This can drive a
decline in labor standards across the sector, a process
known as the "race to the bottom". The dual impact
of this phenomenon is also evident in the fiscal realm:
on the one hand, the state loses its tax base from
formal employment, and on the other, the potential
for technological optimization to improve tax
compliance in more structured sectors becomes a
challenge in itself (Lestari & Sinambela, 2022). The
social security system loses contributors. Thus, the
platform architecture not only creates precariousness
within its own boundaries, but also has the potential
to extend the logic of precariousness to the entire
economy, eroding the foundations of the social
contract that exchanges work for protection.

In the context of the Global South or developing
countries, this architecture interacts with already
fragile labor market conditions, exacerbating existing
instability. Platforms often enter these markets with
promises of economic opportunity, attracting many
workers who were previously in the informal sector.
While they may offer more regular income than
traditional informal jobs, platforms retain the
vulnerability characteristics of the informal sector,
such as lack of protection and uncertainty, while
adding a new layer of algorithmic control. Platforms
can thus be seen as a formalization of informality,
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providing technological structure and oversight to
work without providing the legal or economic
guarantees of true formality.

Overall, this analysis shows that the technical
architecture and business model of the platform
economy are not neutral. They are systematically
designed to produce and maintain labor instability
and erode social protections. Through the legal
classification of independent contractors, dynamic
pricing, asymmetric commission structures, the
maintenance of labor surpluses, and the
fragmentation of work, platforms create the
conditions that define the digital precariat. Instability
becomes a cheap and effective disciplinary
mechanism, while the transfer of risk to workers
maximizes corporate profits and scalability. The
formation of the digital precariat is thus not an
unintended side effect of technological innovation,
but rather the logical outcome of an economic model
that prioritizes flexible value extraction and the
avoidance of social responsibility. Understanding
this architecture is an important first step towards
challenging its normalization and imagining
alternative forms of digital economic organization.

Algorithmic Governance: Control and Discipline
Mechanisms in Platform Labor

Algorithmic control mechanisms function as
sophisticated and hidden labor governance systems,
regulating platform workers' behavior through
predictive  logic, constant evaluation, and
programmed incentives. These systems do not
replace human management entirely, but rather
abstract and automate its core functions such as
supervision, task allocation, performance evaluation,
and discipline. Algorithms work by collecting and
processing massive data streams generated from
every interaction on the platform, ranging from
response times, GPS locations, customer ratings, to
order acceptance patterns. This data is then modelled
to optimize platform metrics such as task completion
efficiency, customer satisfaction, and network
utilization. According to an analysis by Rosenblat
and Stark (2016), algorithms in the sharing economy
are often designed to obscure critical information
from workers, creating strategic information
asymmetry. For example, drivers may not be able to
see passengers' destinations before accepting orders,
or freelancers may not know how many bids have
been submitted for a project. This lack of
transparency limits workers' ability to make truly
autonomous decisions, as they act on incomplete
information that is deliberately curated by the
platform to drive desired outcomes.
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Algorithm-based assignment and dispatch
systems are at the core of operational control. These
algorithms determine who gets the job, when, and for
what compensation, often using logic that is not
disclosed to workers. Research by Lee et al. (2015) on
Uber drivers shows how the assignment algorithm
uses psychological games and managed uncertainty
to manipulate behavior. Order notifications designed
to resemble games, with engaging sound and visual
effects, as well as a tense countdown to accept an
order, create cognitive pressure to respond quickly
without deep consideration. The algorithm can also
"hold" orders or selectively display them to certain
workers based on internal performance criteria,
location, or acceptance history, as a way to encourage
workers to move to areas in need or accept less
profitable orders. This delegation of decision-making
to machines concentrates enormous power in the
hands of the platform, while creating an illusion of
choice among workers, as the available options have
been limited and pre-shaped by algorithmic logic.

Rating and reputation mechanisms function as
distributed, yet centralized, tools of discipline and
social surveillance. The two-way star system
transforms consumers' subjective experiences into
quantitative metrics that directly influence a
worker's job prospects. As shown in a study by Schor
et al. (2020), rating systems create pressure to
perform constant emotional labor, forcing workers to
manage impressions and suppress their own
complaints to avoid poor ratings that could threaten
their livelihoods. Ratings become a currency of
reputation that determines a worker's market value.
This digital reputation metric is, in essence, an
extension of the concept of "consumer reviews," long
recognized as a force shaping the competitiveness of
a product or service, now applied to the human
workforce itself (Negara et al, 2021). Because
algorithms often use ratings as one input to
determine assignment priorities, workers with low
ratings are systematically discriminated against by
the system, facing fewer opportunities. This
mechanism internalizes control; workers become
their own supervisors, constantly adjusting their
behavior to satisfy algorithms they do not fully
understand. Discipline no longer comes from
superiors, but from fear of unpredictable consumer
responses and their algorithmic consequences.

Algorithmic control extends surveillance into
areas previously considered private or outside the
scope of work. GPS data enables real-time tracking
not only during service trips, but also at times
when a worker is technically "not working" but the
application remains active. This data can be used
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to deduce rest patterns, personal habits, or even
the efficiency of chosen routes. This constant
surveillance creates what some scholars refer to as
an "electronic panopticon", where workers never
know when they are being monitored, thus
adopting  consistently = compliant behavior.
Autonomy over time management and working
methods, often promised by narratives of
flexibility, is in fact severely limited by the need to
be constantly available and appear productive in
the eyes of the algorithm. Flexibility becomes a
trap, as unstructured working hours can actually
mean longer working hours and more
comprehensive surveillance.

Algorithm-mediated = communication and
dispute resolution further undermine workers'
agency. Many platforms strictly regulate
communication between workers and clients,
restricting or monitoring conversations through
internal messaging systems. This prevents the
formation of direct relationships that could lead to
work outside the platform or discussions about
working conditions. When conflicts arise, such as
payment disputes or customer complaints, they are
often handled through automated systems or
centralized support teams operating on the basis of
scripts and algorithmic guidelines. These processes
tend to be standardized and rigid, with little room
for contextual consideration or human appeal.
Workers feel that their voices are not heard and that
they are facing an impenetrable wall of digital
bureaucracy. The lack of  meaningful
communication channels and transparent appeal
processes effectively silences dissatisfaction and
destroys agency in fighting for fair treatment.

Incentives and gamification are subtle yet
powerful tools of algorithmic control. Platforms use
point systems, badges, daily or weekly challenges,
and leaderboards to motivate certain behaviors, such
as working during peak hours, accepting a certain
number of consecutive orders, or achieving a perfect
rating. These gamification techniques, as analyzed in
management and  occupational  psychology
literature, exploit psychological drives for
achievement, competition, and recognition. They
transform work into a game with rules set by the
platform, encouraging workers to internalize the
platform's goals as their own. However, this "game"
is unfair; its rules are opaque and subject to change
at any time, and the rewards are often temporary
access to better work opportunities, rather than
structural  improvements. Gamification thus
functions as a form of pleasant control, masking the
intensification of work and diverting attention from
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substantive demands for better pay and conditions.

The most damaging impact of algorithmic
control on workers' collective capacity is the
atomization and social isolation it produces. Because
workers interact primarily with the app, and
communication between workers is restricted or
monitored by the platform, it is very difficult for
them to develop a sense of shared identity or
solidarity. They have no shared physical space,
regular meetings, or representatives they can talk to.
Competitive assignment algorithms, which pit
workers against each other in competition for the
same orders, further divide them. This isolation and
fragmentation hinder the development of collective
institutional capacity, a challenge also faced by the
micro and small enterprise sector in their efforts to
survive and grow (Mardikaningsih et al., 2022). This
isolation effectively prevents the formation of
collectivities, which are a prerequisite for collective
bargaining and joint action. Each complaint or
problem is perceived as an individual experience,
rather than a structural condition shared by
thousands of people. This fragmentation is the
biggest obstacle to traditional trade union
organization and is a feature that may be intentionally
designed into many platforms, as a collective and
organized workforce would pose a threat to business
models that rely on unilateral control.

The predictive logic of algorithms also impacts
autonomy in a more subtle way, by shaping and
limiting future choices. Algorithms can categories
workers into different performance segments based
on their historical data. Workers deemed "high
performers" may gain access to more lucrative orders
or special incentives, while "low performers" may be
gradually allocated to the periphery of the
ecosystem. This categorization, carried out by an
opaque system, creates algorithmic career paths that
determine a person's economic opportunities
without human accountability. Efforts to improve
their position must be tailored to what the algorithm
measures and values, which may not align with their
actual skills or preferences. The autonomy to define
success and develop careers on their own terms is
replaced by the need to optimize themselves to fit the
machine's predictive model.

Algorithmic control also creates a new form of
epistemic uncertainty. Workers can never be
entirely sure why they did not receive an order, why
their ratings dropped, or why certain incentives
suddenly changed. This lack of transparency results
in constant anxiety and feelings of powerlessness.
When the causes of an outcome cannot be
understood, it becomes difficult to learn, adapt, or
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protest effectively. This uncertainty paralyses
agency by hindering the ability to plan and act
strategically. Workers are forced to rely on folk
theory and rumors shared in informal online groups
to understand the system, further reinforcing a
chaotic and unreliable information environment.
This delegitimizes workers' own experiences and
judgements, as the ultimate truth seems to lie within
the algorithm's "black box".

At a broader social level, the normalization of
algorithmic control in platform work serves as a
pioneer for the expansion of this logic to other labor
sectors. The principles of data-based surveillance,
quantified performance evaluation, and
management through algorithmic prediction are
slowly being adopted in office, retail, and logistics
work. The practices developed and normalized in the
digital precariat thus risk becoming the new
standard for labor as a whole. This suggests that the
battle over algorithmic control on platforms is not
just about the conditions of specific workers, but
about the future of labor relations and the balance of
power in the broader digital economy. Accepting
control without transparency and accountability in
the platform economy could pave the way for the
erosion of worker autonomy and agency
everywhere. This unequal model of regulation and
control requires an alternative model, namely a
community-based financing and institutional model
to create balance (Wiyandarini et al., 2021).

Overall, algorithmic control mechanisms
regulate platform labor through a series of
interrelated techniques: information asymmetry in
assignment, discipline through rating systems,
pervasive surveillance, limited communication,
gamification of behavior, and social atomization. The
cumulative impact is the erosion of workers'
substantive autonomy, where seemingly free choices
are deeply constrained by technical architecture.
Workers' agency is hampered by opacity, inadequate
appeal processes, and epistemic uncertainty created
by the system. Most severely, algorithmic control
systematically weakens workers' collective capacity
by isolating them, preventing meaningful
communication, and individualizing experiences of
exploitation. The result is a fragmented, monitored,
and disciplined workforce that is highly suited to
flexible value extraction but extremely vulnerable
and powerless to defend common interests.
Understanding the operation of algorithmic
governance is essential for developing forms of
resistance, regulation, and alternative work
organizations that can restore the balance of power
and reclaim dignity and voice for digital workers.



Journal of Social Science Studies Vol. 3, No. 2, July 2023, pages 295 - 304

CONCLUSION

This literature review has successfully outlined the
economic structure and operations of platforms in
shaping digital precariousness through two
interrelated mechanisms. First, the analysis reveals
that the technical architecture and business model of
the platform are systematically designed to produce
job instability and erode social protection. This is
achieved through the legal classification of workers
as independent contractors, uncertain dynamic
pricing mechanisms, asymmetrical commission
structures, the maintenance of a large labor surplus,
and atomistic work fragmentation. This construction
shifts all operational costs and market risks to
workers while platforms retain control over the rules
of the game and extract stable value. Second, the
study demonstrates that algorithmic control
functions as a sophisticated system of labor
governance,  regulating  behavior  through
information asymmetry, rating discipline, pervasive
surveillance, gamification, and social isolation.
Collectively, these mechanisms erode workers'
substantive autonomy, limit their agency in the face
of an opaque system, and, most crucially, weaken
collective capacity by dividing and atomizing the
workforce. Thus, the digital precariat is not an
inevitable consequence of technological progress, but
rather the result of a particular political-economic
model that prioritizes extractive flexibility and the
avoidance of social responsibility, thereby creating a
globally connected yet economically vulnerable and
socially isolated class of workers.

The findings of this study have profound
implications for three main areas. Theoretically, this
study calls for conceptual enrichment in industrial
relations theory and the sociology of work. The
analytical framework needs to shift from a binary
(employer-employee) paradigm of labor relations
towards a more complex understanding of tripartite
power relations involving platforms, workers and
consumers in the digital ecosystem, with algorithms
as central non-human actors. The most pressing
policy implication is the need to create a third legal
category or a set of universal rights that transcend the
employee-contractor dichotomy. These rights should
include access to portable social protection,
algorithmic transparency, fair appeal processes, and
the right to organize digitally. Regulators should
consider interventions that limit platform
commission rates, set fair base rates, and require
audits of algorithms used for workforce
management. For social movements and trade
unions, the main implication is the need for
organizational strategy innovation that is
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appropriate to the reality of platform work. This
includes developing digital tools for collective
coordination, data-driven advocacy to demand
transparency, and building cross-platform and cross-
border alliances to counter centralized global
corporate power.

Based on the above findings and implications,
several strategic recommendations are proposed.
First, there is a need for further interdisciplinary
research programmed that map the variants of
platform models across different sectors and
geographical regions, and evaluate the effectiveness
of various experimental regulations that have been
implemented in several countries. This research
should involve platform workers as research
partners to ensure the relevance and validity of the
findings. Second, governments and civil society
organizations should priorities the development of
portable digital social infrastructure.  This
infrastructure could take the form of a single social
security platform that allows workers with irregular
income patterns to pay contributions flexibly and
access benefits such as health insurance, work
accident insurance, and pension savings, regardless
of their legal status with a particular platform. Third,
it is recommended to encourage and fund the
development and adoption of cooperative or worker-
owned platform models. These alternative models,
which use similar technology but with democratic
governance and fair profit distribution, can serve as
proof of concept that digital efficiency does not have
to come at the cost of exploitation. Demonstrating the
success of these alternative models is crucial to
breaking the narrative that precariousness is the
price that must be paid for innovation and to opening
up the political imagination about a more equitable
future of digital work.
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