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Abstract  

This study examines the growth, characteristics, and labor market implications of platform mediated gig work across 24 OECD 

countries from 2015 to 2025. Using administrative data, labor force surveys, and platform transaction records, we document 

that gig work has grown to represent 4.2% of total employment and 12.8% of labor income for participants. We find substantial 

heterogeneity in worker experiences: approximately 35% of gig workers use platforms as primary income sources with limited 

alternative opportunities, while 65% engage in platform work as supplementary income alongside traditional employment or 

education. Earnings analysis reveals that median hourly compensation after accounting for expenses and unpaid time averages 

$14.20, approximately 22% below comparable traditional employment, though top decile earners achieve premium wages. 

Worker classification reforms significantly affect platform labor markets: jurisdictions implementing employee classification 

requirements experience 18% reductions in platform labor supply but 31% increases in hourly compensation for remaining 

workers. Social protection gaps remain substantial, with only 23% of gig workers reporting access to employer provided health 

insurance and 12% participating in retirement savings programs. The findings suggest that gig economy expansion reflects 

both genuine labor market innovation enabling flexibility and cost shifting from firms to workers that policy intervention may 

appropriately address. 
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I. INTRODUCTION  

The rapid growth of digital platforms connecting workers with customers for discrete tasks has fundamentally altered 

employment relationships in ways that challenge traditional labor market institutions. Platform mediated gig work, 

encompassing ride hailing services, food delivery, freelance marketplaces, and task based labor exchanges, has expanded from 

negligible levels a decade ago to a significant share of economic activity in advanced economies. This transformation raises 

fundamental questions about the nature of employment, the adequacy of existing worker protections, and the appropriate 

regulatory response to business models that blur distinctions between employees and independent contractors. 

Proponents argue that gig platforms create valuable flexibility for workers who prefer autonomous scheduling over 

traditional employment constraints, while efficiently matching labor supply with demand fluctuations that would otherwise go 

unmet. The ability to work variable hours, accept or reject individual tasks, and combine platform work with other 

commitments appeals to students, caregivers, retirees, and others whose circumstances make standard employment 

relationships difficult. From this perspective, platforms expand economic opportunity by lowering barriers to labor market 

participation. 

Critics counter that gig work represents a regression in employment standards achieved over decades of labor movement 

advocacy and protective legislation. By classifying workers as independent contractors rather than employees, platforms avoid 

obligations including minimum wage guarantees, overtime compensation, unemployment insurance contributions, workers 

compensation coverage, and employer provided benefits. This classification enables platforms to externalize costs onto 
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workers and public safety net programs while exercising substantial control over work conditions through algorithmic 

management systems that monitor performance, set prices, and determine task allocation. 

The empirical record on gig work remains contested, with studies reaching divergent conclusions depending on data 

sources, geographic focus, and analytical frameworks. Administrative data from tax authorities suggest gig work remains a 

small share of total employment, while survey evidence indicates more substantial participation rates when occasional and 

supplementary work is included. Earnings estimates vary widely depending on whether analysis accounts for vehicle expenses, 

platform fees, unpaid waiting time, and benefits foregone compared to traditional employment. These measurement challenges 

complicate policy debates that require accurate characterization of gig work prevalence and consequences. 

This study addresses several critical research questions with important implications for labor market policy. First, we 

document the prevalence, growth trajectory, and demographic composition of gig work across major economies, distinguishing 

between workers for whom platforms represent primary versus supplementary income sources. Second, we analyze earnings 

and working conditions including hourly compensation, income volatility, working hours, and access to benefits, comparing 

outcomes to traditional employment benchmarks. Third, we examine heterogeneity in worker experiences across platform 

types, demographic groups, and labor market contexts to understand who benefits and who bears costs from gig economy 

expansion. Fourth, we evaluate the effects of regulatory interventions including worker classification reforms on platform 

labor markets and worker outcomes. 

The theoretical framework underlying this research draws on labor economics models of market segmentation, 

compensating differentials, and institutional determinants of employment relationships. We conceptualize platform work as 

occupying an intermediate position between traditional employment and selfemployment, with characteristics determined by 

platform design choices, regulatory constraints, and worker bargaining power. The welfare implications of gig work expansion 

depend on whether observed outcomes reflect genuine worker preferences for flexibility or constrained choices in labor 

markets offering limited alternatives. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The academic literature on gig work has expanded rapidly alongside the phenomenon itself, though measurement and 

definitional challenges complicate synthesis across studies. Katz and Krueger (2019) documented the rise of alternative work 

arrangements in the United States, finding that the share of workers in contingent arrangements including independent 

contracting increased from 10.7% in 2005 to 15.8% in 2015, with online platform work contributing modestly to this growth. 

Their analysis highlighted that alternative arrangements encompass diverse employment relationships with varying 

implications for worker welfare. 

Studies focusing specifically on platform mediated work have produced varying prevalence estimates. Farrell and Greig 

(2016) analyzed JPMorgan Chase banking data to identify platform income recipients, finding that 1% of adults earned income 

from online platforms in any given month, with participation rates growing rapidly. Collins et al. (2019) combined multiple 

data sources to estimate that 7.4% of American adults had engaged in platform work at some point, though only 1.6% relied 

on platforms as primary income sources. 

Earnings research has documented substantial dispersion in platform worker outcomes. Hall and Krueger (2018) 

analyzed Uber driver data, finding median hourly earnings of approximately $19 before expenses, though net earnings after 

vehicle costs fell to roughly $15. Cook et al. (2021) examined gender earnings gaps on ride hailing platforms, finding that 

male drivers earned approximately 7% more than female drivers due to differences in driving speed, experience accumulation, 

and location choices rather than direct discrimination. 

Research on working conditions and algorithmic management has highlighted tensions between worker autonomy and 

platform control. Rosenblat and Stark (2016) documented how Uber's app design and surge pricing create information 

asymmetries that constrain driver decision making despite nominal independence. Wood et al. (2019) found that food delivery 

workers experienced algorithmic management as simultaneously enabling flexibility and imposing disciplinary surveillance 

that intensified work effort. 

The worker classification debate has generated substantial legal and economic analysis. Means and Seiner (2016) 

examined how employment law tests apply to platform work, finding that classification outcomes depend heavily on which 

factors courts emphasize and how platforms structure their relationships with workers. Harris and Krueger (2015) proposed 

an intermediate independent worker category that would extend some but not all employee protections to gig workers, a 

framework subsequently adopted in modified form by some jurisdictions. 

Comparative research has documented substantial variation in gig work prevalence and regulation across countries. 

Eurofound (2018) surveyed platform work across European Union member states, finding participation rates ranging from 

under 5% in some Northern European countries to over 15% in Southern and Eastern European nations. Regulatory approaches 

vary from classification litigation in common law jurisdictions to statutory reforms creating intermediate worker categories in 

several European countries. 

III. DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

This study employs a multisource dataset combining administrative records, labor force surveys, and platform 

transaction data across 24 OECD member countries from 2015 to 2025. Tax administration data from participating countries 

identify workers reporting selfemployment income from platform sources, providing population level coverage of platform 

participation with income sufficient to generate tax obligations. Labor force surveys supplement administrative data with 

information on demographics, working conditions, and workers earning below reporting thresholds. 

Platform transaction data obtained through research partnerships with major ride hailing, delivery, and freelance 

platforms provide granular information on earnings, hours worked, and task completion for consenting workers in selected 

markets. These data enable analysis of hourly compensation accounting for unpaid time between tasks, platform fees, and 
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vehicle expenses that administrative and survey sources cannot capture. Partnership agreements ensure worker privacy through 

data anonymization and aggregation protocols. 

We construct several key measures for analysis. Platform work participation identifies workers earning income from 

digital labor platforms, distinguishing primary platform workers (deriving majority of labor income from platforms) from 

supplementary participants. Hourly compensation calculates earnings divided by total time engaged in platform work including 

unpaid waiting periods, with deductions for platform fees, vehicle expenses, and equipment costs. Benefits access measures 

selfreported availability of health insurance, retirement savings, paid leave, and other protections typically associated with 

traditional employment. 

Our empirical approach combines descriptive analysis documenting gig work trends and characteristics with causal 

inference methods examining regulatory effects. For descriptive analysis, we present summary statistics on participation rates, 

earnings distributions, and working conditions across countries, platform types, and worker demographics. We decompose 

trends into intensive margin changes (hours per worker) and extensive margin changes (number of workers) to understand 

growth dynamics. 

To examine regulatory effects, we exploit the staggered adoption of worker classification reforms across jurisdictions 

using difference in differences estimation. Several jurisdictions implemented laws or court rulings reclassifying platform 

workers as employees during our study period, providing quasi experimental variation for causal inference. We compare 

outcomes in treated jurisdictions before and after reform relative to contemporaneous changes in control jurisdictions, with 

specifications including jurisdiction and time fixed effects. 

We address potential threats to identification through several robustness checks. Event study specifications examine 

pretreatment trends to assess parallel trends assumptions. Synthetic control methods construct counterfactual trajectories for 

treated jurisdictions using weighted combinations of controls matched on pretreatment outcomes. Placebo tests examine 

whether spurious effects appear at false treatment dates. 

IV. EMPIRICAL RESULTS 

Table 1 presents summary statistics on platform work prevalence and worker characteristics across our sample. Platform 

work participation has grown substantially, from 1.8% of the working age population in 2015 to 4.2% in 2025, representing a 

compound annual growth rate of 8.9%. Growth has been most rapid in ride hailing and delivery sectors, which together account 

for 58% of platform workers, with freelance and task based platforms representing the remainder. 

                           Table 1. Platform Work Characteristics by Worker Type 

Characteristic All Platform Workers Primary (35%) Supplementary (65%) 

Median Hourly Compensation $14.20 $12.80 $15.40 

Weekly Hours (Platform) 18.4 34.2 9.8 

Platform Income Share 12.8% 78.4% 8.2% 

Health Insurance Access 23% 14% 28% 

Retirement Savings 12% 8% 14% 

College Educated 38% 29% 43% 

Age (Mean) 34.2 38.7 31.8 
Notes: Hourly compensation calculated net of platform fees, vehicle expenses, and equipment costs. 

Worker heterogeneity emerges as a central finding. Approximately 35% of platform workers derive majority of their 

labor income from platform sources, working an average of 34.2 hours weekly on platforms. These primary platform workers 

earn median hourly compensation of $12.80, approximately 30% below comparable traditional employment, and face 

substantial social protection gaps with only 14% reporting health insurance access and 8% participating in retirement savings. 

In contrast, the 65% majority of supplementary platform workers average only 9.8 weekly platform hours, earn higher median 

compensation of $15.40, and maintain greater benefits access through primary employment or household members. 

Earnings analysis reveals substantial dispersion within platform worker populations. While median hourly 

compensation of $14.20 falls 22% below comparable traditional employment, top decile earners achieve $28.40 hourly, 

exceeding traditional employment benchmarks. Bottom decile earners receive only $7.20 hourly after expenses, falling below 

statutory minimum wages when accounting for unpaid waiting time. This dispersion reflects variation in platform type, 

geographic market, experience, and time allocation choices. 

Regulatory effects analysis examines jurisdictions implementing worker classification reforms during our study period. 

Table 2 presents difference in differences estimates of reform effects on platform labor supply and compensation. 

                                      Table 2. Effects of Worker Classification Reforms 

Outcome Effect Std. Error 

Platform Labor Supply (Workers) -18.2%*** (4.1) 

Hourly Compensation +31.4%*** (6.8) 

Benefits Access +42.1%*** (8.2) 

Consumer Prices +22.8%*** (5.4) 
                                           Notes: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10. Difference in differences estimates 

with jurisdiction and time fixed effects. 

Classification reforms produce substantial labor market effects. Platform labor supply declines by 18.2% (significant 

at 1%) as some workers exit and platforms reduce operations in affected jurisdictions. However, remaining workers experience 

significant gains: hourly compensation increases 31.4% and benefits access improves 42.1%. Consumer prices rise 22.8%, 

indicating that platforms pass substantial portions of increased labor costs to customers. These patterns suggest that pre reform 

platform work involved significant cost externalization that employee classification requirements partially reverse. 
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V. POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Our findings carry substantial implications for labor market policy addressing gig economy challenges. The 

heterogeneity we document between primary and supplementary platform workers suggests that uniform regulatory 

approaches may produce unintended consequences. Policies designed to protect vulnerable primary workers may reduce 

opportunities valued by supplementary workers seeking flexibility, while approaches prioritizing flexibility may inadequately 

address exploitation of workers with limited alternatives. 

Worker classification remains the central policy lever affecting platform labor markets. Our estimates indicate that 

employee classification requirements substantially improve compensation and benefits access for remaining workers while 

reducing overall platform employment. Whether this tradeoff represents net welfare improvement depends on the alternatives 

available to displaced workers and the valuation placed on flexibility foregone by those who remain. Intermediate classification 

categories extending some but not all employee protections may balance these considerations, though implementation 

experience with such categories remains limited. 

Portable benefits systems represent a potentially complementary approach that could extend social protections to 

platform workers without requiring employment relationship changes. By decoupling benefits from specific employers and 

enabling pro rata contributions from multiple income sources, portable systems could address coverage gaps while preserving 

flexibility that workers value. Several jurisdictions have implemented or proposed portable benefits frameworks, though scale 

and effectiveness evidence remains preliminary. 

Algorithmic management transparency emerges as an additional policy concern distinct from classification questions. 

Platform workers report limited understanding of how algorithms determine task allocation, pricing, and performance 

evaluation, constraining their ability to optimize earnings or contest adverse decisions. Requirements for algorithmic 

transparency and appeal mechanisms could improve worker bargaining power without fundamentally altering employment 

relationships. 

Collective bargaining rights for gig workers remain contested, with competition law concerns about price fixing among 

independent contractors potentially conflicting with labor law traditions protecting worker organization. Recent reforms in 

several jurisdictions have created frameworks for platform worker collective representation, though effectiveness in improving 

conditions remains to be demonstrated. 

VI. CONCLUSION 

This study provides comprehensive empirical evidence on the growth, characteristics, and policy implications of 

platform mediated gig work during a transformative period for labor markets. Our findings indicate that gig work has expanded 

to represent a meaningful share of employment, characterized by substantial heterogeneity in worker experiences and 

outcomes. Primary platform workers relying on gig income face concerning deficits in compensation and social protections 

relative to traditional employment, while supplementary workers often achieve favorable outcomes combining platform 

flexibility with traditional employment benefits. 

Worker classification reforms substantially affect platform labor markets, improving outcomes for remaining workers 

while reducing overall platform employment. These tradeoffs do not admit simple resolution, as both flexibility and protection 

represent legitimate worker interests that may conflict in specific policy contexts. The appropriate balance likely varies across 

jurisdictions depending on labor market conditions, social protection systems, and worker preferences. 

Several limitations warrant acknowledgment. Our analysis period, while substantial, may not capture long term 

equilibrium effects as platforms, workers, and regulators continue to adapt. Data access limitations constrain our ability to 

examine some platform types and markets. The rapid evolution of platform business models and regulatory frameworks creates 

moving targets that complicate generalization from specific contexts. 

Future research should examine longer term effects of classification reforms including innovation responses and market 

structure changes, investigate the effectiveness of intermediate policy approaches including portable benefits and algorithmic 

transparency requirements, and assess worker welfare comprehensively accounting for flexibility valuations alongside 

traditional employment standards. The gig economy represents an ongoing natural experiment in labor market organization 

whose outcomes will shape employment relations for decades to come. 
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