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Abstract

The gig economy has emerged as a transformative structural force in India's
labour market, reshaping the livelihood pathways of millions of young workers through
digitally mediated, task-based employment arrangements. Driven by widespread
smartphone adoption and the expansion of platform technology, gig work now spans ride-
hailing, food delivery, freelance digital services, and skilled project-based engagements.
This paper presents a secondary data-based analytical review of India's gig economy,
examining its structure, scale, and the dual nature of the opportunities and vulnerabilities
it generates for the young workforce. Drawing on reports from NITI Aayog, the
International Labour Organization (ILO), the Observer Research Foundation (ORF),
peer-reviewed academic literature, and policy documents including the Code on Social
Security, 2020, the paper analyses key challenges — including income instability,
absence of social security, algorithmic control, and limited collective bargaining —
alongside the sector's expanding opportunities. Emerging trends encompassing Al-
augmented gig roles, hybrid employment models, and geographic expansion to Tier 2 and
Tier 3 cities are also examined. The findings underscore that while the gig economy
presents significant economic opportunities, urgent and comprehensive policy
interventions are essential to ensure worker welfare, fair earnings, and equitable access
to social protection.

Keywords: gig economy, platform labour, India, young workers, social security,
algorithmic management, flexible work, NITI Aayog, Code on Social Security, informal
employment

Introduction

The nature of work has undergone a profound transformation in the twenty-first
century. Across the globe — and particularly in large emerging economies such as India
— a new category of employment has risen to prominence: the gig economy. Broadly
defined, a gig economy is one in which individuals engage in temporary, task-based, or
project-based work mediated through digital platforms, rather than maintaining long-term
employment relationships with a single employer (NITI Aayog, 2022). Workers in this
ecosystem — commonly referred to as gig workers — are compensated based on the
number of tasks completed, services rendered, or projects delivered, rather than a fixed
monthly wage. In India, the gig economy is far from a marginal phenomenon. As of
2020-21, approximately 7.7 million workers were engaged in gig and platform work,
with projections suggesting the sector will expand to 23.5 million workers by 2029-30
(NITI Aayog, 2022). Platforms such as Ola, Swiggy, Zomato, and Urban Company have
become embedded in India's economic fabric, collectively employing millions of delivery
partners, drivers, and skilled service providers. Simultaneously, digital freelancing
platforms — both domestic and international — are enabling young professionals to offer
skills ranging from graphic design to software development on a project-by-project basis.
The appeal of gig work is considerable, particularly for India's young population. It
promises flexibility, low barriers to entry, and income-earning possibilities unconstrained
by formal office employment. Yet beneath this surface lies a more complex reality
marked by income unpredictability, exclusion from social security, domination by opaque
algorithmic systems, and limited legal recourse. The sector also sits at an important
inflection point: evolving technologies, shifting employment norms, and gradual
regulatory progress are collectively reshaping the landscape of gig work in India.

This paper examines the gig economy's structure, opportunities, and challenges
in depth, with a particular focus on the implications for India's young workforce as the
sector evolves through 2026 and beyond.
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Objectives Of the Study
This study is guided by the following
primary objectives:

1. To examine the structure, scale, and defining
characteristics of India's gig economy within the
broader context of global platform labour trends.

2. To identify and critically analyse the principal
opportunities the gig economy offers to young
workers in India, including flexibility,
accessibility, and entrepreneurial potential.

3. To investigate the key challenges and systemic
vulnerabilities faced by gig workers — including
income instability, absence of social security,
algorithmic control, and limited collective
bargaining rights.

4. To review India's regulatory and policy responses
to gig work, with particular attention to the Code
on Social Security, 2020, and emerging state-
level legislation.

5. To examine emerging trends — including Al-
augmented gig roles, hybrid employment models,
and geographic expansion — and their
implications for the future of gig work in India.

6. To propose evidence-based policy
recommendations for ensuring the welfare, fair
earnings, and legal protection of India's growing
gig workforce.

Research Methodology
1 Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative, descriptive
research design grounded entirely in secondary data.

A secondary data-based approach is appropriate given

the study's objective of synthesizing and critically

evaluating an existing body of knowledge, empirical
findings, and institutional data on a well-documented
and evolving phenomenon. No primary data collection
was undertaken; instead, the study draws
systematically upon published policy documents,
institutional reports, peer-reviewed journal articles,

and credible media sources to construct a

comprehensive and analytically rigorous account of

India's gig economy.

2 Nature and Sources of Data

The study relies on secondary data sourced
from reputed national and international organizations,
peer-reviewed academic publications, and
authoritative institutional repositories. Secondary data

— defined as data previously collected and published

by third parties for independent purposes — is

particularly appropriate for policy-oriented and
conceptual research seeking to identify patterns and
draw conclusions across a broad body of evidence

(Kothari, 2004). The principal data sources consulted

include:

*  Government of India policy documents, including
reports from NITI Aayog (2022) and the Ministry
of Labour and Employment, and the text of the
Code on Social Security, 2020.

* Reports and flagship publications from
international bodies, including the International
Labour Organization (ILO, 2024; 2026) and the
Observer Research Foundation (ORF, 2025).

* News and policy analysis from credible sources
including Reuters (2026) and Drishti IAS (2024a;
2024b).

e Academic and professional  publications
addressing labour market dynamics, platform
economy regulation, and worker welfare in India
and comparable emerging economies.

e Industry trend reports relevant to the evolution of
hybrid work and Al-augmented employment
(ILO, 2024; Zoom, 2026).

3 Data Collection and Inclusion Criteria

Secondary data was collected through a
structured desk review of relevant literature and
institutional publications conducted between January
and April 2026. Inclusion criteria for source selection
were: (a) publication or issuance by a recognized
international body, national government agency,
accredited academic journal, or reputable professional
or media organization; (b) direct relevance to the
themes of gig work, platform labour, social security,
and the Indian youth workforce; (c) recency, with
strong preference given to materials published within
the period 2020-2026 to ensure contemporary
relevance in a rapidly evolving sector; and (d) public
accessibility through open-access or institutional
repositories.  Sources  lacking  methodological
transparency or institutional credibility were excluded
from analysis.

4 Analytical Approach

The analysis employs a thematic synthesis
approach, wherein data and evidence extracted from
diverse secondary sources are systematically
organized, compared, and interpreted according to
recurring themes identified across the literature.

Thematic synthesis is a well-established method in

qualitative secondary research that enables the

researcher to move beyond individual study findings
toward an integrated, interpretive account of the
phenomenon under examination (Thomas & Harden,

2008). The thematic framework was developed both

inductively — from patterns emerging in the reviewed

literature — and deductively — from the study
objectives — yielding a structured analytical
architecture encompassing definitional contexts,
opportunities, challenges, regulatory responses,
emerging trends, and policy implications.

Triangulation across multiple source types —

government reports, international  organization

publications, academic research, and professional
analysis — was employed throughout to enhance the
reliability and validity of the findings.

5 Limitations of the Study

As with all secondary data-based research,
this study is subject to certain inherent limitations.

First, the analytical findings are necessarily dependent

on the quality, scope, and framing of previously

published research and data; gaps or biases in the
existing literature may be partially reflected in the
conclusions drawn. Second, the absence of primary
data collection precludes the incorporation of direct
worker  perspectives or region-specific  lived
experiences that may not be adequately captured in
aggregated institutional datasets. Third, the gig
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economy is an exceptionally dynamic sector subject to
rapid technological, regulatory, and market changes,
implying that some findings may require revision as
new evidence emerges. These limitations
notwithstanding, the breadth, authoritativeness, and
recency of the sources consulted provide a sufficiently
robust empirical basis for the analytical conclusions
presented.

Conceptual Framework And Key Definitions
1 The Gig Economy

The term 'gig economy' refers to a labour
market structure characterised by the prevalence of
temporary, task-based, or project-based work
arrangements, typically mediated through digital
platforms or applications (NITI Aayog, 2022). Unlike
conventional employment, which involves a legally
defined  employer-employee  relationship  with
prescribed rights and obligations, gig work typically
classifies individuals as independent contractors or
self-employed agents. This classification has profound
implications for compensation structures, regulatory
coverage, and the availability of social protection.
2 Gig Workers and Platform Labour

Gig workers operate across a broad
spectrum. At one end are on-demand service workers
— drivers, delivery personnel, and domestic service
providers — who depend on platform algorithms to
assign tasks in real time. At the other end are high-
skill freelancers — software developers, content
creators, and business consultants — who source
projects independently and may simultaneously serve
multiple clients. Between these poles lies a diverse
range of roles that do not fit neatly into either the
formal or informal economy as conventionally defined
(ILO, 2026). The International Labour Organization
identifies 'platform labour' as a subset of the gig
economy specifically mediated through digital
platforms, encompassing both location-based and
online work.
3 Young Workers and India's Labour Market
Context

India's labour force is among the youngest in
the world, with a median age of approximately 28
years. A significant proportion of this workforce faces
barriers to formal employment due to credential
mismatches, geographic constraints, and limited
access to structured labour market entry channels. The
gig economy has emerged partly as a response to this
structural labour market friction, providing accessible
income pathways for young workers who might
otherwise remain unemployed or underemployed.
Understanding the implications of gig work for this
demographic is therefore not merely a labour
economics question but a matter of social and
economic policy significance.

Opportunities Offered By The Gig Economy
1 Flexibility and Autonomy

The most consistently cited advantage of gig
work is the flexibility it affords. Workers may, in
principle, determine when, where, and how much they
work, adapting their activity to personal

circumstances, caregiving responsibilities, educational
commitments, or health constraints. Unlike fixed-hour
employment, gig platforms allow workers to scale
engagement in response to varying needs — a
meaningful distinction in a country where a
significant portion of the youth population is
simultaneously pursuing education and income.
2 Low Entry Barriers and Income Accessibility

For young Indians who lack formal
qualifications or employment histories, gig platforms
offer a relatively frictionless point of entry into the
labour market. A delivery partner, for instance,
requires a vehicle and a smartphone but not a formal
educational  credential.  This  accessibility s
particularly significant given India's substantial youth
unemployment and underemployment challenges. For
young workers from socioeconomically disadvantaged
backgrounds, gig platforms can represent the most
viable path to independent income in the short term.
5.3 Democratisation of Economic Opportunity

Digital platforms have begun to extend gig
opportunities beyond the metropolitan centres that
historically dominated formal employment in India.
High-speed internet access and remote-first digital
tools are enabling workers in cities such as Jaipur,
Indore, and Kochi to earn incomes previously
associated only with Mumbai or Bengaluru. Platforms
such as SAHI and LabourNet are actively connecting
skilled young workers from smaller towns and rural
areas to global digital micro-task markets, including
data labelling for artificial intelligence training
systems (Observer Research Foundation, 2025). This
geographic democratisation of opportunity represents
a structurally significant development in India's
historically unequal economic geography.
4 Upskilling and Entrepreneurial Potential

For more skilled gig workers, platform-
based work can serve as a springboard for
professional development. A freelance graphic
designer, for example, can build a client portfolio,
develop market knowledge, and eventually transition
to running an independent business. Gig platforms
also support entrepreneurial experimentation by
enabling individuals to test services and build
clientele without the capital investment that a
traditional business establishment would require.
International platforms such as Fiverr and Upwork
have gained significant traction among India's
English-proficient, digitally connected youth, enabling
them to access global client bases while building
competitive professional credentials.

Challenges And Systemic Vulnerabilities
1 Insecure Employment and Abrupt Termination
Despite its growth and visibility, gig
employment is fundamentally precarious. Workers
operate without standard employment contracts and
have no guaranteed continuation of work. Platforms
retain the authority to deactivate a worker's account
immediately and without procedural recourse,
effectively terminating their income source without
notice or appeal mechanisms. Unlike formal
employees who benefit from notice periods, severance
entitlements, and dispute resolution procedures, gig
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workers have limited or no institutional recourse when
deactivated (Legal Service India, 2024). This
structural insecurity creates an environment of chronic
vulnerability that distinguishes gig work from even
the most basic forms of informal employment.
2 Absence of Social Security and Welfare Benefits

Because gig workers are classified as
independent contractors rather than employees, they
are statutorily excluded from the social protection
framework that governs formal employment in India.
They are not entitled to provident fund contributions,
employee state insurance, paid leave, gratuity, or
pension benefits. In the event of illness, occupational
injury, or old age, the full financial burden falls upon
the worker personally (NITI Aayog, 2022). This
exclusion is not merely a personal hardship for
individual workers but a systemic gap in India's social
protection architecture — one that is likely to generate
significant fiscal and welfare consequences as the gig
workforce ages.
3 Income Instability and Below-Minimum
Earnings

Gig workers' earnings are directly
proportional to the volume of tasks completed, which
in turn depends on platform-generated demand and
algorithmic allocation decisions. On days of low
demand, adverse weather, or platform-side technical
disruptions, income may be negligible. Moreover,
after accounting for operational costs — including
fuel, vehicle maintenance, data charges, and platform
commissions — net earnings for many delivery and
ride-hailing workers effectively fall below the
statutory minimum wage prescribed under the
Minimum Wages Act, 1948 (Reuters, 2026). Platform
companies are not legally obligated to adhere to
minimum wage norms when compensating workers
on a per-task basis, creating a structural wage deficit
for the most economically vulnerable segment of the
gig workforce.
4 Algorithmic Control and Opacity

One of the most distinctive and
underappreciated challenges of gig work is the degree
of control exercised by platform algorithms over
workers' daily professional lives. These systems
determine how tasks are allocated, how workers are
rated, what earnings are received, and whether
accounts remain active — yet they operate as opaque
'black boxes' that workers cannot interrogate or appeal
(Drishti TAS, 2024b). Customer ratings, which may
reflect factors entirely unrelated to service quality, can
substantially reduce a worker's access to orders and
income. This environment of chronic algorithmic
uncertainty and perceived powerlessness has been
identified by researchers as a significant contributor to
what is termed 'algorithmic burnout' — a form of
occupational stress specific to platform workers
(Institute for Human Development & ILO, 2024).

5 Health, Safety, and Work-Life Imbalance
Delivery  and  ride-hailing  workers
characteristically operate under intense time pressure,
working ten to twelve hours per day in adverse
weather and traffic conditions. As independent

contractors, they bear the full financial cost of injuries
sustained while performing platform-assigned work,
without access to workplace accident compensation or
occupational health support. This exposure to physical
risk, combined with extended working hours and
performance-based earnings pressure, contributes to a
pronounced work-life imbalance. The economic
imperative to maximise task completion perpetuates a
cycle of overwork that limits opportunities for rest,
personal development, or investment in upskilling.
6 Limited Collective Bargaining Power

Gig workers are geographically dispersed
and institutionally fragmented, rendering collective
organisation exceptionally challenging. Unlike factory
workers who share a physical workplace and a
common employer, gig workers are isolated from one
another and lack the institutional infrastructure —
trade unions, formal grievance committees, and
negotiating bodies — necessary for effective
collective advocacy (ILO, 2026). Although nascent
gig worker collectives have emerged in some urban
centres, they remain constrained in scale, financial
capacity, and legal standing, limiting their ability to
secure meaningful improvements in wages or working
conditions through collective action.

Regulatory Framework and Policy Responses

India's regulatory response to the gig
economy has been cautious but incrementally
progressive. The Code on Social Security, 2020,
represents a landmark legislative development,
constituting the first Indian law to formally recognise
gig and platform workers as a distinct statutory
category. The Code mandates the establishment of a
social security fund for gig workers — to be financed
through contributions from platforms, workers, and
the central government — with provisions for life and
disability insurance, health and maternity benefits, and
old age protection. However, the relevant sections of
the Code have not yet been fully operationalised, and
implementing rules remain incomplete as of 2026,
limiting the Code's practical impact on worker
welfare.

In March 2026, a parliamentary panel issued
recommendations calling for stricter protections for
gig workers, including minimum earnings guarantees
and mandatory grievance redressal mechanisms on
platforms (Reuters, 2026). Several state governments
— most notably Rajasthan — have enacted
independent gig worker legislation, offering a
legislative model that other states may follow. These
developments collectively signal a growing political
and institutional recognition of the need to extend
meaningful labour protections to the gig workforce,
though significant implementation gaps and
enforcement challenges persist.

Emerging Trends Shaping the Future of Gig Work
1 AI-Augmented Gig Work

As of 2026, a significant qualitative shift is
underway in the nature of high-skill gig work. Agentic
artificial intelligence — AI systems capable of
autonomous action, such as managing project
timelines, generating content, writing code, and

The International Journal of Commerce Management and Business Law in International Research (TIJCMBLIR) | Volume-3 334

Issue-2| April -2026 | Website: https://ewbr.us


https://ewbr.us/

handling client communications — is being rapidly
adopted by skilled freelancers as a productivity
multiplier. Rather than displacing gig workers
wholesale, Al augmentation is enabling a new
category of high-capacity freelancer who can manage
client workloads previously requiring a team. A
Bengaluru-based freelance designer, for instance, may
employ Al tools to automate image production,
generate initial concept drafts, and manage revision
cycles, effectively expanding their productive capacity
and client base (Zoom, 2026). For lower-skilled gig
workers, however, the risk of task automation
represents a genuine medium-term threat that policy
frameworks must proactively address.
2 Hybrid Employment Models

The boundaries between gig work and
conventional permanent employment are becoming
increasingly porous. Many organisations now operate
'Core + Gig' models, maintaining a small permanent
workforce supplemented by a rotating roster of
specialised gig professionals engaged for defined
projects. Simultaneously, 'polyworking' — the
practice of simultaneously holding a regular salaried
position and undertaking high-value freelance
engagements — is becoming normalised among mid-
career professionals, facilitated by hybrid work
arrangements that create temporal and spatial
flexibility. This convergence of gig and permanent
employment is recognised by the ILO (2024) as one
of the defining structural trends of the mid-2020s
labour market.
3 Geographic Expansion to Tier 2 and Tier 3 Cities

Improving internet connectivity and the
adoption of remote-first digital tools are extending gig
income opportunities to Tier 2 and Tier 3 cities at an
accelerating pace. Young workers in smaller Indian
cities, who previously faced structural barriers to
accessing high-quality employment, can increasingly
compete for clients in metropolitan centres or
internationally, while benefiting from their home
cities' comparatively lower cost of living. Platforms
such as SAHI and LabourNet are facilitating this
transition by connecting workers in smaller towns
directly with global digital task markets, including Al
data annotation and content moderation projects
(Observer Research Foundation, 2025). This
geographic expansion has the potential to significantly
broaden the distribution of gig economy benefits
across India's diverse population.

Discussion

The synthesis of secondary data presented in
this paper confirms that India's gig economy occupies
a deeply paradoxical position in the country's labour
landscape. On one hand, it has generated millions of
income-earning opportunities for young workers
confronting structural barriers to formal employment,
and its continuing expansion — driven by platform
proliferation, Al augmentation, and geographic
democratisation — promises further economic
inclusion. On the other hand, it has reproduced and, in
some cases, intensified pre-existing labour market
vulnerabilities: income insecurity, exclusion from
social protection, exposure to physical and

psychological occupational risks, and absence of
institutional voice.

The evidence reviewed indicates that the
impact of gig work on young workers is not uniform
but is mediated by skill level, geographic location,
gender, and access to digital infrastructure. High-skill
freelancers with strong digital literacy and
international market access are broadly able to
capitalise on the sector's opportunities, while low-
skill, on-demand workers — who constitute the
majority of India's gig workforce — remain
structurally exposed to its vulnerabilities. This
bifurcation has important implications for policy
design, suggesting that regulatory interventions must
be differentiated rather than uniform to be effective.

The regulatory trajectory represented by the
Code on Social Security, 2020, and emerging state-
level legislation is encouraging, but the persistence of
significant implementation gaps underscores the
distance between legislative intent and operational
reality. For the gig economy's benefits to be broadly
and equitably  distributed, the pace and
comprehensiveness of regulatory reform must
accelerate in step with the sector's growth.

Conclusion

This paper has examined India's gig
economy through a secondary data lens, analysing its
structure, the dual nature of its opportunities and
challenges, and the emerging trends reshaping its
trajectory for India's young workforce. The evidence
overwhelmingly supports the characterisation of the
gig economy as a permanent structural feature of
India's economic landscape rather than a transitional
phenomenon — one whose scale, diversity, and
socioeconomic significance will continue to grow
through the remainder of the decade.

Addressing the systemic vulnerabilities
documented in this paper requires a comprehensive,
multi-stakeholder policy response. The full and
expedited operationalisation of the social security
provisions of the Code on Social Security, 2020, is an
essential and overdue starting point. Equally critical
are the establishment of enforceable minimum
earnings standards calibrated to the per-task
compensation structures of platform work, the
development of transparent algorithmic accountability
mechanisms that afford workers visibility and
recourse, and the creation of institutional channels
through which gig workers can engage in meaningful
collective bargaining.

As the sector evolves — shaped by Al
augmentation, hybrid employment convergence, and
geographic expansion — India's regulatory and social
protection frameworks must evolve alongside it. The
central challenge is not to curtail the dynamism and
accessibility of the gig economy, but to govern it in a
manner that preserves its benefits while equitably
distributing its costs. The gig economy will continue
to be a defining feature of India's economic future; the
imperative is to ensure it also becomes a domain of
dignified, fairly compensated, and institutionally
protected work for the millions of young Indians who
depend on it.
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